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34.117 Excerpt from Such Am I, O World\fn{by Khalil al-Sakakini (1878-1953)} Jerusalem, Palestine (M) 6
… Saturday, 17 November 1917—For the past nine days the Ottoman government has been withdrawing from
Jerusalem, because the English army’s now knocking at the gates. Opinions differ as to what the fate of Jerusalem
and Palestine will be. Some say it will become British because the English are the victors. Some say it will
become part of Egypt, while others say it will be free. In any case, these are days of momentous historical
importance for Palestine. Many generations have passed waiting for them.
It was rumored last night that Hebron had fallen to the British, and that the airplanes circling over Jerusalem
yesterday dropped leaflets saying they’ll enter Jerusalem tomorrow in a grand ceremony. I also heard last night
that the Ottoman government’s going to set up a line of defense around Jerusalem, near Mar Elias; and if that
should prove correct, Jerusalem will see unprecedented events tomorrow.
*
Tuesday, 20 November 1917—What have I done in this war? It’s true that I dislike war, and disapprove of it
regardless of the reason or the result. But even if I hate war, should I hate humanity too? If I don’t like to carry
arms, isn’t it still my duty as a human being to tend the wounded? And who is more worthy of help than the
Turkish soldiers? When a soldier falls in the field of battle, he’s no longer a Turk or an Englishman, but a human,
pure and simple; for the dead must be honored, and the wounded must be cared for with kindness, regardless of
whether their countries are on the right or wrong side of a war. As long as a soldier’s fighting in battle, he
represents his nation; but when he falls, or he’s wounded or captured, then he represents only himself. A war isn’t
between individuals but between nations.
*
Sunday, 2 December 1917—I don’t know why the Ottoman government wants to banish me from Jerusalem.
Do they really think the British might need someone like me, when I’m best fitted for teaching, and ask nothing
more than to carry on with my work? Whether the British come or the land stays under Ottoman control, I’ll
always remain a teacher, and I’ll teach only what my conscience dictates. I don’t toady to anyone, and I don’t
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serve anyone else’s purposes. Besides, I’m not particularly concerned about the coming of the British, because
I’ve decided, if we survive the war, to emigrate to America and put my son in one of its schools. Wherever I find
myself, I’ll always be a human being, pure and simple: I don’t belong to any of the religious or political parties. I
work simply as an educator, and education doesn’t belong to anyone country. If patriotism means being healthy in
body, strong, active, open-minded, with good morals, affable and kind, then I’m patriotic. But if patriotism means
the enmity of one sect for another, or of a human being for a brother who doesn’t belong to his sect or his country,
then I’m not patriotic.
*
Damascus-Tuesday, 18 December 1917—On Tuesday night (27 November 1917) I went to bed. It was dark
and very cold. The rumble of artillery round Jerusalem was like the roll of thunder.
Suddenly, there was a light knock on the door. When I opened, I found an American Jew standing before me,
fearful and seeking refuge. The government had announced that every American between the ages of sixteen and
fifty must give himself up within twenty-four hours; anyone who failed to do so would be considered a spy, and
anyone who hid an American, whether knowingly or not, would be considered a spy also. Rather than give
himself up, this man had fled, and had, perhaps, knocked on many doors without being given refuge before he
came to me.
I was faced with a dilemma. Either I must receive him against the orders of my government, and so expose
myself to its anger and revenge, which would be all the fiercer during its last days when it had lost its dream of
power and its sense of proportion; or I must turn him away, thereby acting in a manner contrary to the spirit of our
Arabic literature, which I’ve loved passionately since my childhood, and whose revival and invigoration has been
the goal of my life. It’s a literature that constantly urges us to give refuge and help to those seeking it, to guarantee protection for those who are afraid, and to respond to those crying out. If I accept him, I’m a traitor to my
government; and if I refuse him, I’m a traitor to my language. Which of these two should I betray?
These thoughts passed through my mind with the speed of lightning, and in the end I didn’t hesitate to receive
him. God forbid that I should receive a spy into my house. But if a crime had indeed been committed, then it
wasn’t the crime of spying, but simply of running away. If I didn’t consider him a spy, would I be a spy if I took
him into my house? Of course, such a consideration didn’t remove the danger I’d be in if the government found
him hiding in my house, nor would the government consider it a valid excuse. I told myself that he wasn’t
appealing simply to me for refuge, but to my whole people as represented in me. He was appealing to the
literature expressed in my language, before the coming of Islam and after it. He was appealing to that ancient
bedouin who sheltered a hyena fleeing from its pursuers and entering his tent. And I should add that he’d
bestowed a great honor on me by coming to me for refuge, since he gave me the chance to act in a manner best
representing the spirit of our history and culture in giving refuge to the seeker. I hoped it would please my people
too, that a stranger had sought refuge with them through me, and that I’d accepted him in their name when his
own people had refused him and closed their doors in his face.
In short, the man clearly isn’t a spy, and didn’t seek refuge with Khalil al-Sakakini as one might think, but with
the Arab nation as represented in one of its members. I’m not one to relinquish this honorable position, and have
too much self-respect to play havoc with the honor and culture of my nation, even if what I’ve done exposes me
to the danger of execution by hanging or firing squad. And if I’m made to suffer, he’s not the one who’s making
me suffer, since nothing would have been easier than to turn him away just as his own people did.
I’d begun to believe I was safe, and that no one knew of the man hiding in my house. But at three o’clock on
the morning of Tuesday, 4 December 1917, while I was sound asleep, there was a fierce knocking on the outside
gate. Who was it knocking? Was it someone else seeking refuge? But this wasn’t the knocking of someone
looking for shelter. Was it a friend? But this was hardly the time for visiting. The knocking continued. Should I
get up and open the gate, or should I let them knock till they got tired and went away? The knocking continued.
Who was it knocking?
There! Some of them had already climbed the outer wall. Footsteps in the courtyard. The house was
surrounded. The rattling of weapons. When I opened the door, there was a police officer, and with him an old
Jewish woman who’d guided them to the house.
“Where’s Alter Levine?” he asked, and I showed him to the room where he slept. They woke him up and took
him away, and me along with him. I didn’t doubt for a moment that this would be the end of us. I said my final
good byes to my loved ones and went with the police and the soldiers. You can imagine what kind of departure it
was!
And who was this old Jewish woman who’d guided them? When Alter Levine took refuge in my house, he
assured me no one knew he’d come to me. We invited him to eat with us at mealtime, but he’d only take some
bread, with a few olives, and a cup of tea. One day, while we were occupied with other things, he looked out of
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the window and, seeing a Jewish man, called him over and asked him to send the old woman so she could bring
him some kosher food. She came and went every day, until the police, who’d been on his trail, found her out and
asked her where he was hiding. Then, when she denied all knowledge, they beat her mercilessly until she
confessed and came with them to guide them. His own people refused him, and then it was they who led the way
to his hiding place.
Man, why didn’t you eat our food, God forgive you? If you thought our food was impure, then we must be
impure too, because we eat impure things. So how could you take refuge with us? Oh, religions! Oh, foolish
minds, rather! How you’ve made humanity suffer! How many victims have you claimed?
We stayed at police headquarters for two days, with no one paying any attention to us because the government
was in such great turmoil. And perhaps that was fortunate because if they’d had time for us, we would certainly
have been tried and executed there and then, as a reprisal against us and to terrorize others.
After this they transferred us to the military prison in the Russian Compound, but put us in a special room with
eight others, some of whom were shackled with chains. We stayed in this prison for two days. We stood by the
prison window, with the war raging all around and the shells falling everywhere. People were in great confusion,
and soldiers were running in all directions. Everyone was afraid.
There’s no space to describe the prison we were in or the mental and spiritual state of our fellow prisoners. We
understood from them that the guards would come around midnight to wake up those sentenced to death, then
lead them away and execute them. While we were fast asleep, we became aware of movement in the prison. Then
the soldiers came in with their weapons in their hands. We got up, consumed with fear, certain they’d come to
lead us away to execution. It was a dreadful moment, which I shall never forget as long as I live. I was handcuffed
and bound to my comrade in adversity, Alter Levine.
When we left the prison we were told they were taking us to Damascus; our fears were calmed, and we began
to feel there was a ray of hope.
We marched along the road to Jericho, which was crowded with Ottoman soldiers retreating with their vehicles
and artillery.
“If we haven’t seen the attackers coming in,” we said, “at least we’ve seen the defenders going out.”
We continued our march until we arrived in Jericho, which we found chock-full of retreating soldiers and their
officers. The only place they could find to lodge us was a stable on the edge of town, and here we sat on the dirt
floor, assaulted immediately by the foul odors of the stable. My greatest concern at that moment was to find
someone from Jerusalem and ask him if he could manage to get some food for us; it had been thirty hours since
any food or drink had passed my lips. I also wanted to borrow some money in case I needed some before we
reached Damascus. But everyone turned his back on us, till I met a gallant former student of mine, Mikhail alQazzaz, who got us coffee and food and some money; then, next morning, came again carrying a basket with
enough food to last us all for several days.
Before we got to the river Jordan, and while it was still night, a party of bedouin horsemen passed by. Some of
our companions began calling out to them to save us, but they just rode on, spurring on their horses as if they
hadn’t heard us at all.
We continued our march until dark, when we were still a very long way from Salt. Our guards decided we
should spend the night in a cave at the foot of a mountain that was used as a shelter by some of the Armenians
who worked on the road. We crawled on our bellies till we got deep inside, while the guards slept at the entrance.
When we got up in the morning, I gathered the Armenian children together and gave them some money in the
name of my son Sari.
It was a beautiful morning as we walked on toward Salt. One of us, a dark-complexioned fellow from Izmir,
began to sing, and the enraptured guards fired their guns in the air as if we were a party of victorious conquerors.
Finally we reached Salt, where we learned they’d celebrated the recapture of Jerusalem the day before.
Early on Wednesday morning, before sunrise, we walked on to Amman, and were put in the prison; then,
before dawn the next day, we left Amman for the train station.
We’d been walking for four days, with my companion and I carrying the food between us, and my socks had
been torn, so that my feet had almost begun to bleed. I took them off and wore my shoes without socks.
When we left Jerusalem, our guards, who were fierce Albanians, had looked on us with disdain, but after just
two or three days we became like friends. If all the Ottoman soldiery had been like these men, the Ottoman nation
would have been more courageous and powerful, and better respected. They had strong bodies, and their faces
bore signs of nobility, courage, and pride.
We slept in the train that night, and the morning saw us rolling toward Damascus, which we reached on Friday,
14 December 1917. We said goodbye to our guards as if to brothers.
*
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Wednesday, 2 January 1918—If vengeance was the reason for my imprisonment, then I’ve suffered the
unendurable during this time. If prison exists to punish, then my agony and the term of my imprisonment have
gone beyond all reasonable punishment. And if there are lessons to be learned in prison, and experiences to
benefit from, then thirty days of prison life have been enough to teach me every possible lesson.
I long for Jerusalem; yet I would, in any case, have gone out to one of the nearby villages for a week or two
when the British entered, so as to avoid seeing the antics of the hypocritical hangers-on who change their color
every day. Yesterday they flattered the Turkish government, fawned on it and sang its praises. Today, they’ll do
the same with the British. Sights like these sicken me, and however much I’ve suffered by being parted from my
family, I feel utterly thankful I wasn’t there to see such things.
*
Friday, 1 March 1918—After finishing my day’s work I went into town, to visit Mr. Levine in prison, and
found him despairing of ever being released. I was greatly affected, and resolved to exert my efforts in his behalf.
*
Friday, 12 April 1918—The Middle Eastern man still holds himself responsible for the honor of his wife and
sister and daughter, and so he claims the right of guardianship over all her movements, treating her oppressively
and violently. He’d shelter her from the breeze if he could, to affirm his care for her honor and proclaim his lack
of confidence in her. In view of this, the debased state of women in the Middle East comes as no surprise; but
really it’s the man who debases himself by treating her like this.
The woman must have her personal honor, for which she herself should be responsible, and she has the total
right to be free and not to obliterate herself in her husband, father, or brother. A woman can’t be honorable unless
she has her personal honor, and she can’t protect her honor unless she’s responsible for it. Again, she can’t make
any progress in her thoughts and manners and morals unless she’s free. Clearly, this is her natural right, which no
one should begrudge her or take away from her.
*
Saturday, 13 July 1918—The month of August 1918 had no sooner set in than the Arab revolt against the
Ottomans spread, and my honorable friends in Damascus, spurred on by true patriotism and high aspiration,
naturally joined it. They left Damascus on the tenth of August, and I had the honor of being with them.
What a contrast between the way I entered Damascus and the way I left it! I came in shackles like a criminal,
and left in the company of noble patriots. I hadn’t realized men like these existed in this country. A nation with
such men in it will not perish.
*
Sunday, 13 April 1919—At noon, Sultana and I went to the house of General Storrs for lunch. The conversation
moved to the subject of the International Commission which was about to come to Palestine, Syria, and Iraq.
“France,” he said, “has claimed she has major interests in Syria and Palestine, using these as grounds to be
appointed by the League of Nations as the mandatory power over Syria and Palestine. But Lloyd George said:
‘Maybe you do have interests there, but the mandate over Syria and Palestine must, according to the principles set
down by President Wilson, be based on the wishes of the local population and not on the interests other states
have in them.’ Finally, President Wilson suggested sending a committee to discover the wishes of the local population. England agreed, and France had no choice but to follow suit.”
“I must say frankly,” I answered, “that the consensus in the country is for an American mandate, because the
people know it was England who promised Palestine as a national home for the Jews. And besides that, people
have seen what the British are doing in the country by way of encouraging the Zionist movement, and believe that
if England were to be given the mandate over Syria and Palestine, it would do everything in its power to realize
Zionist aspirations.”
*
Sunday, 15 June 1919—The American Mission arrived in Jerusalem on the evening of Friday, 12 June.
Today, before sunrise, the Arab Club (al-Nadi al-Arabi) and the Literary Club (al-Muntada al-Adabi) strung a
rope with banners and placards, declaring in large letters:
WE DEMAND TOTAL INDEPENDENCE
SYRIA SHALL NOT BE DIVIDED
WE REJECT ZIONISM AND OPPOSE THE IMMIGRATION OF THE JEWS INTO OUR COUNTRY
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But the government immediately protested and the banners were brought down at eleven o’clock in the
morning.\fn{A note reads, about the “Syria” referred to above: This is greater Syria, comprising present-day Syria, Lebanon, and
Palestine.}
*
Monday, 28 June 1920—Yesterday, I received a letter from Captain Law saying the military governor wished
to see me in the morning. When I went to see him, he said:
“You know that in our country no one asks about anyone else’s religion. Whereas here in the Middle East
you’re concerned with a person’s religion before anything else. As far as Herbert Samuel’s concerned, we see him
as an Englishman and you see him as a Jew. The British Government’s chosen him to be the first High
Commissioner for Palestine, firstly because he’s an able man, and secondly because the Jews would accuse him of
fanaticism if he were a Christian. As such, the government’s seen fit to appoint a Jew so that they won’t be able to
accuse him of treating them with contempt and acting against their interests. However, regardless of what Herbert
Samuel may be, he’ll act only as an Englishman who carries out British, not Jewish, policy.”
*
Thursday, 27 April 1933—The state of the country’s going from bad to worse. Every day ships deposit
hundreds of Jewish immigrants, and every day another large piece of land gets sold. The people act haphazardly
in their attempt to forestall the danger; or rather, they’re concerning themselves with other things, or sleeping.
They’ve surrendered to despair.
The Jews and the British realize the Arab nation’s divided and at odds with itself, that it’s poor and ignorant,
and they’ve taken the chance accordingly to put their politics into effect. They’re serious in what they’re doing,
and time only increases their seriousness. And what’s laughable and tragic at the same time is that we hold
meetings and conferences, and shout and curse, as if shouts and curses were magic tools to relieve sorrow and
avert misfortune. In short, we’re a nation that’s given up the will to live. It’s as simple as that.
*
Saturday, 28 October 1933—Yesterday and today, Palestine was a battle zone—demonstrations everywhere,
attacks on police and train stations. Hundreds killed and wounded. The people are burning with anger. What
tomorrow will bring, only God knows.
Anyone following the Palestinian revolts under the British must notice that they’re getting steadily bigger. The
first was a local one, confined to Jerusalem; the second a little larger, but still restricted to the cities. But the third
was much larger, with the whole country taking part in it, whether city-dwellers, villagers, or bedouins. This
revolt will certainly not be without its effect on policy. Suffice it to say that it clearly demonstrates the futility of
the government’s efforts to build a national home for the Jews, reconcile Arabs and Jews, and safeguard the
interests of the Arabs. The Jews are panic-stricken, seeing a people armed only with their shoes attacking machine
guns and mounted soldiers, bringing the soldiers down from the horses and trampling them. If they can do this
with no organization and no weapons in their hands, what would things be like if they were organized and armed,
or if the entire Arab world were to take part in coming revolts?
*
Saturday, 7 October 1933 [to his son) Sari]—If the Pilastin Paper has reached you, you must have read about
the suicide of a rich Jew. And do you know who that wealthy Jew was? None other than my companion in prison,
Mr. Alter Levine, the man who took refuge in our house during the last days of the Ottoman Empire in Jerusalem!
I sheltered him, then they sniffed him out, dragged us off to prison together and transferred us to Damascus, in
fetters. Poor man! I felt very sorry for him. He was a poet in Hebrew, with a collection or two to his name, and a
cultivated man, who spoke French, English, German, and Hebrew well. His library was one of the biggest in
Palestine, and he used to read a great deal. Whenever we chanced to meet, he’d incline his head to honor me,
because I risked my life and sheltered him in my house after he’d knocked on so many doors among his own
people and been turned away.
They say he committed suicide for family reasons. If the British had entered Jerusalem a little later, his fate
and mine would have been the gallows. This man was saved from being hanged by the Turks, then hanged himself
with his own hands. There is no power or strength except in God. He escaped from death, and into death he fell.
May God have mercy on his soul.
*
Thursday, 10 January 1935 [to his sonJ Sari]—Let me take this occasion to tell you how worrying the state of
the country now is. The gates of immigration—legal and illegal—are wide open, and every day the sea deposits
thousands of new immigrants. There’s a great demand for land in Marj Ibn Amir and in the mountains. Yes, we
still remain the majority, and yes, the land is still Arab; the Jews have only bought a small part of it, not more than
two million dunums. If you were to travel from Jerusalem to Nablus and Jinin, or to a large part of Marj Ibn Amir;
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or if you were to go from Jerusalem to Hebron, to Rafah, to Khan Yunis, to Gaza, to Majdal, and to Jaffa; or if you
traveled east to the River Jordan, up to Lake Tiberias and down to the Dead Sea—all this land is still Arab and
you can hardly find any trace of Jews in it. Yet if you assess the future in terms of the past, and if the immigration
continues, and if the Arabs continue to sell land and the Jews to buy it, then the future of the country appears—
God help us!—very dark. In view of this, we must awake, we must rise up, we must work.
*
Saturday 26 October 1935—Today was the day appointed for the strike, which was effective throughout the
length and breadth of the land, with no exceptions.
The British government claims that the League of Nations granted it the mandate for Palestine, charging it with
establishing a national home for the Jews while safeguarding the civil, political, and religious rights of the
inhabitants.\fn{The wording of the Balfour Declaration, written into the League mandate, committed the British government to making
the “best endeavors to facilitate the achievement of this object [an independent Jewish state within the territory of the Mandate], it being
clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in
Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country.” } Yet its actual emphasis has been on

establishing the national home, by whatever means, rightly or wrongly, with a total disregard for the rights of the
native inhabitants. What’s more, they’ve cooperated with the Jews in uprooting them, and not a single day passes
without some violation of the conditions of the mandate.
*
Saturday, 4 April 1936—My decision to cancel my talks on Radio Palestine, in protest over the Jews’ claim
that Palestine is the land of Israel, has raised a great clamor throughout the country, as evidenced by the reaction
in local newspapers.
As a result of my cancellation, the government was forced to announce that they’ve forbidden the Jews to refer
to Palestine as the “land of Israel.” But will they now reschedule my radio talks? I doubt it. Anyway, we’ll see.
*
Saturday, 2 May 1936—No doubt you heard the news yesterday. There were demonstrations in Acre, Haifa,
and Jaffa, which the police attempted to suppress by force. There were many killed and wounded. But the nation’s
bent on its strike, and it’s spreading further by the day, with more demonstrations and burning down of
settlements. If all this comes to nothing, there are only two options: either the religious jihad,\fn{A note reads: Jihad
is a holy war that Muslims are called to wage against enemies of Islam .} or the formation of armed bands on the Irish model.
*
Tuesday, 19 May, 1936—The country’s now been on strike for a whole month. It’s more like a state of war.
*
Tuesday, 7 July 1936—I’m sending you two issues of the English-language, Jewish-owned Palestine Post, to
keep you informed of our news, even if it is through the mouth of an enemy. Read and marvel. Read about the
fierce battle that took place in Hebron between a handful of rebels and an army unit equipped with all the
implements of war. When the battle grew hot and the two groups were almost in hand to hand combat—the
soldiers with bayonets and the rebels with daggers—the commander ordered the soldiers to withdraw. What a
disgrace for the British Army!
*
Jerusalem-Thursday, 1 January 1948 to Thursday, 8 January 1948—We said goodbye to the old year to the
tune of screaming lead—from big guns and small, and from all kinds of rifles, all of them automatic. And we
welcomed the new year to the same tune. It’s as if we’re in a theater of war, the most important sites being the Old
City, Shaikh Jarrah, and Qatamon.\fn{ A note reads: Shaikh Jarrah and Qatamon are two quarters in Jerusalem, outside the
walls.}
The second major event was that some Jews sneaked into Jaffa in disguise; people thought they were a troop of
English or Scottish soldiers. They blew up the old police headquarters and many shops close by. Many Arabs were
killed under the rubble.
The third major event was that a group of Jews stole into the Qatamon quarter of Jerusalem one cold, dark
night, around two o’clock in the morning, when people felt safe in their homes. They blew up the Semiramis
Hotel, which collapsed on top of its owners and clients, causing many deaths.
It’s not wise, after all this, to feel safe alongside the Jews, or trust to their mercy. We’ve therefore decided to
guard Qatamon ourselves. We held meetings at my house day and night, tried to bring out whatever arms we had,
and collected money to buy arms and hire guards. Then we set up barrels of dirt at the entrance to the quarter.
*
Tuesday, 16 March 1948—By God, I don’t know how we’ll be able to hold out against this Jewish aggression.
They’re trained, organized, united, and well-armed with the most modern weapons, while we’re nothing of the
6

sort. Can’t we finally grasp the fact that unity is better than dissension, organization better than chaos, and
readiness better than neglect?
We formed a delegation to meet with the Higher Committee. We asked for arms, and they said:
“We don’t have any weapons to give you.”
Then we asked for guards, and they said:
“We can’t give you any guards.”
“What are we to do then?” we asked.
“Arm, and defend yourselves on your own,” they said.
*
Saturday noon, 30 March 1948—There’s been a huge Jewish attack against our quarter, Qatamon, beginning at
midnight last night and still going on now. There’s been shelling by heavy artillery and shots from all sorts of
lighter weapons, with places being blown up on a scale never seen here before. Perhaps Kitchener\fn{ Horatio
Herbert Kitchener (1850-1916), British soldier and statesman .} himself never heard, in any of his battles, the things we heard
last night. With the situation as it is, people are naturally thinking about moving to another quarter of the city, or
to another city altogether, to be rid of this constant worry and perhaps be safe from the danger facing them day
and night. Many, in fact, have already left our quarter for the Old City or for Beit Jala, or even for Amman, Cairo,
and other places. Only a very few of the property owners have remained, apart from ourselves.
*
11 October 1948—Goodbye,\fn{A note reads: Part of a speech entitled No, We Will Not Forget, which al-Sakakini gave at the
Orthodox Club in Heliopolis, Cairo .} my precious, valuable, well-chosen books! I say my books, meaning that I didn’t
inherit you from parents or grandparents. And I didn’t borrow you from other people either; you were brought
together by this old man standing in front of you. Who would believe that doctors used to borrow medical books
from me because they could only be found in my library? No linguistic problem ever arose in one of the
government departments without those concerned consulting me, because they knew my library was the most
likely place to find a solution to the problem, or because they thought I’d at least know where a solution could be
found.
Goodbye, my books! I don’t know what became of you after our departure. Have you been looted or burned?
Have you been honorably transferred to a public or private library? Or have you been carted over to grocery shops
so that your pages could be used for wrapping onions?
Goodbye, my books! You’re too precious for me to be without you. You’ve been my spiritual food, which I’ve
always hungered for and still hunger for. I used to keep you company night and day, and it was a rare visitor, by
day or by night, who didn’t find me poring over my books. …\fn{ In 1880, there were some 25,000 Jews in the future British
Palestinian Mandate, constituting 5% of the total population; by 1914, this had risen to 85,000, or 12% of the population. Between 1919
and 1923, a further 35,000 came, mainly from Russia; and between 1924 and 1932, another 60,000 arrived, largely from Poland. Another
144,000 Jews immigrated in the early 1930’s as the Nazis rose to power in Germany; and the Zionist movement itself, combined with
economic recession in Europe, brought thousands more in, from elsewhere in Western and Central Europe, during the late 1930s .}

124.21 Woman With A Story\fn{by Mayy Ziyada (1886-1941)} Nazareth, Northern District, Israel (F) 3
Every person has a special story.
Relatives and distant relations tell it to each other in their various dialects; they understand it according to their
different mentalities, and weave a host of tales around it. Most often, one recounts the basic story about one’s
chosen victim, then adds, “He played this trick on me!” and “There was the saga with my colleague, and that
episode with someone else,” and so on.
The narrator is lavish with this story, explaining it, going into great detail about it, embellishing it. And the
others listen in amazement, tut-tutting and invoking the Almighty. They poke fun and jeer, as if neither they nor
anyone before them had ever done anything like what is being related to them. Naturally, when they apply the
rules to others, they don’t see how lax they are in judging themselves.
Yet the golden principle of loving your neighbor and treating others as you wish to be treated yourself is still a
golden principle. There’s no getting away from it.
When judging others, people don’t follow the criteria they apply to themselves. They judge according to the
rigid texts that make up the moral code, using these as ammunition against each other. If faults are put up for
auction, it’s an auction where competition to determine the lowest bidder is precluded. The speakers, whose
capacity as such makes them righteous, pure, and saintly, turn to this severe code with the look of executioners.
Just as the arithmetic table that the Greek Pythagoras invented provides us with a ready reckoner, so the moral
code provides us with a way of reckoning up the evil deeds of God’s servants, and judging them. It’s a ready
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reckoner whose sublime numerals are above any dubious deduction!
I used to encounter Madame Gh. B. frequently in various places: at church, at concerts, and in department
stores. I rarely walked through the streets of the Ismailiyya quarter, such as Qasr al-Nil, Imad al-Din, al-Maghribi,
al-Madabigh, and Sulayman Pasha, without seeing her pass by, so that it seemed she must live in one of these
districts or nearby. If I was with a friend or companion, up would go the cry that women usually utter—and men
too, with due respect to our honorable gentlemen—when a woman with some distinguishing feature passes by:
“Look! Look!”
And Madame Gh. B. had more than one distinguishing feature. She was known for her beautiful voice—I
heard her sing at two concerts—and she dressed elegantly, in the most up-to-date clothes. In fact, she was among
the first to popularize the latest fashions in Cairo. And she was known as a beauty.
I used to watch her from a distance, attracted to her by that special thing that is in all human beings. It’s not
their clothes, or their facial features, or the way they move, or their silence; it’s something indefinable, something
that differs with each individual. Some observers of physiognomy maintain that it’s located between the eyes;
others say it’s in the pupil of the eye, or around the mouth, or in the line of the lips, or in the tilt of the chin. I only
know that it’s there, and that it’s the greatest definer of what we call the individual’s “personality.” With some
people it’s very strong and has a great impact. It seizes the onlookers, and after that they can never forget this
personality or its possessor.
Once the words “Look! Look!” have been uttered, there inevitably follows a story about the subject under
scrutiny. That’s how I came to hear many stories about Madame Gh. B., stories that made me think a lot about her.
I wondered what she was really like. What should I believe from all the gossip? My preoccupation with her
increased as the stories about her mounted. I was like the man who was introduced to a celebrity and said,
“I’ve heard all the bad things people say about you, and I couldn’t wait to get to know such a formidable
person.”
Her eyes were the thing that stuck most firmly in my mind. They were ever changing. Sometimes they looked
like the eyes of a woman in pain, a long-suffering woman; and sometimes they were contemplative, avoiding all
the show of life. Sometimes they had an unfathomable look: they stared straight ahead, piercing through objects
into space, as if watching the signs of an invisible hand in the air. And sometimes they seemed like the eyes of a
gregarious person who enjoys the usual festivities and is quite content with them, not imagining that anything
better exists. At these times they shone, happy, as if life had given them their fill of quiet delight, and was
realizing its highest hopes through them.
But I liked them when they became dull and the light in them went out, as if she had aged fifty years in two
weeks. Then I would meet her another time, and in her rose-colored dress, with her hat fluttering around her face,
she would seem like a child, anticipating all sorts of joys from life.
One day the cream of the city’s amateur musicians gave a concert in the big festival hall at the Shepherd Hotel.
Two famous instructors supervised the organization of the concert. One was Mrs. K, the most talented of the
foreign singing teachers. She held recitals at her home, and those who studied under her and moved in her circle
—the finest singers of Cairo—flocked to them. The other was Signore F., who had lived in the city for years and
had numerous students from various colonies of foreigners. He regularly performed such miracles on the piano
that the number of his friends and admirers grew steadily.
At this concert, Madame Gh. B. sang. But I couldn’t find anyone who could tell me anything about her—
perhaps because most of the people present were amateurs. Every time a performer played, or a singer sang, they
all rushed to congratulate his or her relatives, thus guaranteeing that they would also be congratulated when their
children sang and played.
The woman didn’t have any family, yet her singing created a big stir and provoked loud applause, which she
accepted with simple silence. A deep, jet-black flame appeared in her eyes; she had the look of a woman who was
neither young nor old, like a statue, with unchanging features and unvarying posture.
I thought about her for a long time that evening, and from all that I had heard about her I pieced together a sad
story. I said to myself,
“What a waste! Why does this woman pretend not to know her true self? Why doesn’t she forget she’s
beautiful and rise to the level I’m sure she merits?”
*
The following morning, Signore F came to give me my piano lesson. Instead of arriving at eleven o’clock,
which was the appointed time, he arrived at ten minutes to noon. He came in, rubbing his hands, his eyes shining
behind his glasses. I grumbled,
“Signore, you don’t care about my time! You’ve ruined my morning. In fact, you’ve ruined my entire day!” He
laughed; it was a laugh which began moderately but ended in a sound like the chirping of birds.
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“I’m not a mathematics teacher,” he said. “I’m not obliged to come at the appointed time.” And he rubbed his
hands again, citing a French proverb to the effect that some confusion is necessary for the enhancement of
art.\fn{Or, as Nietzsche once wrote: “One must still have chaos in oneself to give birth to a dancing star.” }
“But my time—” I said. He interrupted me,
“The lesson! The lesson!”
And so for a long hour the neighbors were treated to that special noise of a student practicing and repeating as
the teacher looks on. When the hour came to an end, and the labors were over and peace restored, I demanded my
due. If Signore F. was satisfied with his students, he would play whatever they requested. The reward I requested
that day was a piece of Russian music that he had played the previous day. He sat at the piano, and before he
started playing, we talked about the concert and exchanged views about the voices of the singers, eventually
arriving at Madame Gh. B.
“Is she one of your students?” I asked.
“No, no. She’s one of Mrs. K.’s students. She’s been to her house several times.”
“Sometimes they call her Madame and sometimes Mademoiselle. Is she married or single?” He sighed and
said,
“Poor woman!”
“What’s so terrible about her life that it makes you feel so sorry for her?”
“Who wouldn’t feel sorry for a woman who has beauty, intelligence, and goodness, who’s been given
everything she needs to be happy, and yet has had nothing but misery in life?”
“What misery?”
“What? Don’t you know her story?”
“I know little bits here and there. You can’t really get a clear picture of someone’s life from what people say.”
He sighed again, and his fingertips hurried over the musical scale, as if he were releasing some of his grief, or
looking for a new way to tell an old story. Then his expression clouded, and he said,
“Her father was a judge in the mixed courts.\fn{ A system of civil courts which operated in Egypt from 1876-1949; they
presided over by Egyptian and foreign judges, and they had jurisdiction over residents of foreign nationality .} He was very learned:
and intelligent, so he taught his daughter and gave her the best education. When the time came for her to be
married, the same thing happened to her as happens to a lot of girls. Her parents chose a fiancé for her, a
foreigner, and she had no say about him.
“The fiancé was quite handsome, so she didn’t object. She was content, like many of her sisters, to receive the
customary gifts of clothes and jewelry, and to attain a certain measure of freedom and independence. So she was
married and had a magnificent wedding, to which the most prominent people from the European colonies were
invited. It wasn’t long before the husband claimed what had been agreed as a dowry.”
Signore F. stopped talking. A look of mingled shame, compassion, and contempt clouded his face. After a
moment of silence, he continued,
“Many women make men unhappy. Many women tear marriages apart and break people’s hearts. But if a
woman is not a wicked person, then she’s really unfortunate. However much she rises up in her own eyes,
however much she’s liberated from her chains, and however much those who defend her rights exaggerate in
raising her to a man’s level, her life, her entire life, remains in the grip of this being—this man—whose equal she
claims to be.
“In reality, she’s nothing but what he wants her to be. If he’s free and noble, he makes her free and noble. If
he’s low and mean, he debases and humiliates her. She’s his plaything; she’s his slave; something he need show
no restraint with, whatever the situation.
“Men who have a conscience are frightened by this authority over women, this power. It’s a power that scoffs
at changes in politics and society, because it’s stronger than either of them, and more deeply rooted—in nature
itself. So they refrain from marrying out of fear of themselves.”
His comments were important, but they irritated me—I wanted to hear the rest of the story. So I said,
“Then what happened?”
“What happened is that this impostor had a secret relationship with another woman and needed money, and
marriage was the easiest way to get it. After three weeks, he disappeared.”
“How did he disappear?”
“He left the house and never returned. For the first few days, his wife went mad, thinking he had died. Weeks
went by and the news that he had gone off with his first wife started to spread. So they sent people out to look for
him in his own country, Italy”—and here Signore R swallowed hard because he was Italian—“but the efforts of
the police were in vain. They found no trace of him, either in Italy or in any other country in the West.
“Shortly after that, the father of this woman, who’d been cheated out of her youth, love, money, and standing,
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had died. She became lonely and poor. The church refused to annul her marriage because the man hadn’t married
his first wife in church; it was a marriage by agreement only.
“There’s a legal penalty for this, but how can the law reach someone who’s vanished? Even if the church
annulled the woman’s marriage, people would still have their suspicions about her, because the one who’s
wronged is more vulnerable to suspicions and speculations than the wrongdoer, especially if the wronged person
is a woman and the wrongdoer is a man.
“That’s why people watch every move she makes. She’s settled on their tongues and become a tasty morsel for
their chitchat. Even if she were to spend her days fasting, praying, and living the life of an ascetic, they wouldn’t
give her her due. No matter how high a price she paid them, they wouldn’t sell her that illusory regard with which
they flatter people of power and wealth and authority, or those who are good at duping them.
“What purpose does this woman have in life? She’s not divorced, so she isn’t free to spend her time as she
wants; and she isn’t chained, so she can’t console herself by breaking her chains. It’s a crippled sort of life. The
man made her miserable, just as he has crippled many other women before her and made them miserable.”
“But how is it that she didn’t see through his deception during the engagement?”
“I don’t know why she didn’t realize. And her family didn’t notice anything either.”
“Perhaps he was sincere when he married her, but kept thinking of the other woman. Perhaps she was very
beautiful.”
“Those who know her say she’s an old gray-haired woman and are amazed that this bright, elegant man should
be content with her—even as a servant.”
Signore F. lowered his head and remained silent for a while. Then he continued,
“But youth and beauty don’t have any bearing on these matters. People look for beauty in the salon, in the
theater, in society, and on the street, and a pretty woman usually attracts more attention than a plain one. But the
effect of her looks doesn’t go beyond this—history proves my point. The most recent historical example is that of
the crown prince of Austria, whose murder set off World War I. He was the one who turned away from all the
Austrian archduchesses and their dazzling beauty, and rejected all the princesses in the ruling dynasties, and
abdicated from the throne and the crown to marry a woman who was the least graceful and beautiful of all. That
was the Countess Sophia Chotek, a lady-in-waiting to one of his female relatives. After her marriage, she became
the Duchess of Hohenberg, and was killed with him in the tragic incident at Sarajevo.”
Signore F. settled himself in his seat and began to play a sad, stirring piece by Beethoven: the funeral march of
the Eroica Symphony.
*
Yesterday in a garden on the outskirts of Cairo, I saw the woman with the story. I understand now why the
expression in her eyes changes. While I don’t yet fully understand what the words “crippled life” mean, I do
realize that life prepares circumstances for some people that they never dreamed of, and if they were to dream of
them, they would try to eliminate them, even if it meant walking on thorns and burning coals.
I have learned that in that upright figure, in that body which expresses strength and pride, there is a heart once
wounded by true love. But today it is tortured by a cancer with roots spreading to all its corners, that deep-seated
cancer which cannot be eradicated: contempt for life and lack of trust in people.
138.286 Juma The Simpleton\fn{by Yitzhak Shami (1889-1949)} Hebron, Southern West Bank, Palestine (M) 14
On the bare, sun-baked hills of the Negev Juma the simpleton was grazing his flock of forty sheep. Some of
them belonged to him, but most of them did not and had been placed in his care for pasturing. The fellaheen who
had hired him had fixed his wage for the whole year, from one grain harvest to the next, at an abbaya (the
traditional long Arab cloak), a robe dyed a rich indigo, a couple of mats and two sacks of coarse flour made from
equal parts of wheat and millet.
Juma had no share in the level pieces of ground beside the well, the coveted, fertile plots which formed the
basis of the village’s wealth and from which most of its inhabitants earned their living. Over the years these plots
had been split up into ever-smaller holdings, and every fall, when they were reallocated among the villagers, there
were many quarrels, which almost always ended in stomachs being sliced open like cactus pears and skulls being
cracked apart like red watermelons. This invariably led to a gum—a blood feud—in the course of which trees
were lopped down, crops set on fire, complaints made to the authorities, both near and far, and collective punishments meted out.
One day the Turkish Pasha’s patience ran out, and, to make justice prevail, he finally imposed a severe peace
settlement; confiscating the lands which were the subject of contention, and declaring them to be the property of
the Sultan, he placed them under his own custody, as the Sultan’s representative. Since then he had leased them
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out to the most prominent families. On their agreeing to this compromise, he also parceled out among them the
more barren plots and the hilly land.
Juma’s father, one of the poorest of the villagers, lost what little land remained to him through this
arrangement, and was eventually left without any property whatsoever. In order to support his family he took on
any job that was offered: he was a woodcutter, and later worked for a daily pittance burning charcoal and hewing
stones from the living rock for the lime kilns.
One day the overheated kiln collapsed and a block of lime broke away, fell on his face and burned his eyes. His
blindness made it impossible for him to continue supporting his family, so he turned to inscrutable Allah, to his
wife Daja, who came from a good and wealthy family, and to the mercy of his fellow-men in general, passing the
burden on to them.
Now that he was no longer working, he spent most of the day squatting on the village refuse heap, on the
prayer bench next to the well, or in the courtyard of the mosque; at night he joined the new group of dervishes
which had just been formed by Sheikh Khiry at nearby Nub, a dervish village for ages past. Together with the
others he would mumble the verses of the Qur’an, which he knew by heart, and harshly intone the Prayer of
Remembrance. As he did so, he would foam at the lips, the spittle trickling down from the corners of his mouth,
and at the same time nod his head backwards and forwards and shake his half-naked body to all the four winds in
turn, until finally he would lose possession of his senses and fall down in the convulsed posture of an epileptic.
*
Juma’s mother brought him into the world in sadness and reared him with anxiety. She dragged him with her to
work, wherever she went, as a cat carries her kittens. Juma would lie in a cradle consisting of a faded, tattered
carpet tied at the ends by ropes which circled her head, so that he rested against her back. When she reached her
place of work, she would hang the cradle and the child on the branch of some olive or fig tree, where, during the
olive-picking season, he would wriggle about and wave his arms and legs. During the millet harvest he would
sleep in the shade of a prickly pear bush, and during the summer fruit gathering cry and moan so hard that he
nearly choked—or else suck his thumb and gaze with a quiet smile at the clusters of clouds and the shadows
dancing beneath them.
When his mother weaned him, at the age of three, he could neither stand nor speak. He crawled on all fours,
dragging his swollen stomach beneath him. When gripped by hunger pangs, he would demand his food with
strange screams and curt, muffled cries, like a young animal. His legs were as bent and thin as vine twigs, his
belly was puffed up, and his large eyes stuck out of his head like a frog’s. He usually sat next to the flour barrel
behind the millstone, or in the filthy farmyard, with a swarm of flies buzzing around his face and uncovered body
like a waving scarf.
From the way his pupils moved it was plain that he was hard of hearing and slowwitted. When the neighbors
walked past him they would peer at him fearfully, making a circular gesture with their fingers held next to their
temples, as a sign that he wasn’t right in the head and had been an ahbal—a simpleton—from the day of his birth.
But Allah is great, all-knowing, and omnipotent. After hiding His face from Juma during the dawn of his life,
He took the boy under His wing and protected him for the rest of his years on earth. True, Juma remained a
hopeless case, feeble-minded and taciturn. He avoided people and did not make friends with children of his own
age. And they in turn sensed his weakness and tormented him with the cruelty of children, making his life a
misery.
But the days of his childhood passed rapidly. When he was six he was already picking cactus pears and figs,
collecting manure for fuel, helping the other starvelings at home to finish off the last piece of bread, and licking
the last bit of artichoke pottage from his tiny palm. At seven the boy was like a grown-up fellah in every way,
earning his keep and doing all the work that the adults did.
Before he had began to tie a belt round his filthy, threadbare blue smock, the ragged strips of which barely
covered his flesh, his various masters had ousted him with curses and insults, blows and kicks. Realizing that he
would not succeed at anything else, his mother turned him over to one of the shepherds to learn how to look after
a flock. He began by going out with the lambs that had just been taken away from the ewes. This work did not
demand much intelligence, and was not too difficult.
*
Here Juma found his place at last. His luck turned, and people began to think better of him. He was satisfied
with the job, and his employer was pleased with him.
In this way, the pattern was set for his future life. For years he followed the sheep, barefoot, his hair unwashed
and unkempt, running around with the dogs to keep the flock together, or pulling the lead ram by the horns so that
the rest would follow. He was the last of the shepherd boys to return to the village when the stars were already
out, bringing along with him perhaps an ewe which had just given birth or a limping sheep. In his arms and on his
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shoulders he would be carrying the day-old yearlings, their wet navel-strings hanging down below their bellies.
At dawn he was the first to rise, dressing hastily in the fur robe which served him as a bed. In the pitch dark of
the sheep-fold, damp and pungent, with the mingled odors of sheep, milk and manure, he would pick his way
between the solid, swaying, trembling mass of animals. As he passed through them, the young sheep would turn
their bright eyes to him and squeeze against his legs.
Deftly and quietly, he would remove the sucking lambs from their mothers’ udders and put them into the
weaning pen in the comer, which he closed up tightly with buckets and brier bushes. Then he would return to the
fold, where the ewes were now bleating in anguish for their lost little ones, whose high-pitched voices replied
across the dark. When the sun burst through, the din would subside.
By then the flock would already have passed the high cactus hedge which fenced off the entrance to the
village, and Juma, flute in mouth and club in hand, would be striding purposefully towards the mountain tops,
where the snakes were greener and the grass tender, juicy and succulent.
Although Juma was as slow-moving as a fattened sheep, as stubborn and stupid as a billy goat, and as
suspicious of people as a hyena hovering around a rubbish heap, he was devoted to the old shepherd who had
taught him his trade. He loved him, and never wandered from his sight. Juma accompanied him by day and by
night, and for his part, the old man was likewise attached to the boy. He taught him the shepherd songs and how to
play the flute and the rababa.
When he thought Juma was ready, he told him along with other secret shepherd lore the names of the roots and
grasses and how to use them for traditional charms and cures. From him Juma learned how to heal the animals.
Skin disease was cured by rubbing on tar, fever by administering a mixture of olive oil, resin and night soil, the
latter gathered in spring during full moon. The remedy for diarrhea and giddiness was a strong brew of various
herbs and a powerful potion of juices from flowers, stalks and the marrow of insects and wasps, the secret of
whose preparation was transmitted in a whisper by the light of the moon, one old shepherd passing it on to
another, who in turn told his young disciples.
After a few years with the flock Juma knew the paths of the stars, the way of the eagle in the skies, the
language of beasts and birds, and the places among the rocks and the caves where the jackals and rabbits hid. He
had spent all his life in the mountains and the fields, and knew everyone of the green ravines and the curving
valleys.
His only companions were the sheep, his lambs, his dog, and his shepherd’s pipe. The four-footed creatures
shared his food, and he shared theirs. Together they ate the edible plants growing wild on the hillside, and they
quenched their thirst side by side in troughs and streams.
Juma knew every sheep in the flock, and they all knew him. When he whistled to them or called them by name
they ran up to him with wild leaps, placing their feet against his chest, pretending to butt him and meanwhile
stretching out their tongues for the succulent bunch of grass which he had picked for them and was waving over
their heads.
He knew what they wanted from their bleating, and looked after all their needs. He bandaged their broken legs,
and came to their rescue when they were threatened by jackals, leaping from rock to rock like a mountain goat in
order to frighten away the attackers.
As time went on, the old shepherd grew weaker. His sight failed, and he stooped so low that walking was
difficult. For many months he refused to recognize his growing feebleness. Every morning he summoned up what
strength he had left and went off with the flock, as he had done for eighty years. Season after season he had
dragged his dry bones through the mountains, and now the time had come for him to rest. He would take quick,
labored breaths, pulling himself along with every stride and panting like a cracked old bellows, until he somehow
reached the cleft rocks hanging against the hillside, where the goats had already nibbled every green stalk and had
even gnawed the roots sticking out of the earth.
Beyond this point he could not advance. His infirm legs would carry him no further. He would stand here for a
long time, silent and with his eyes shut. Like a weary bird, slumbering on the edge of a branch and hiding its head
under its wing, the old man would rest his gray head on his stick, stretching out his legs and rubbing them with his
shriveled, trembling fists. He would gaze long and hard at his beloved sheep, and at his lad who led them over the
curving hills, as if he was bidding farewell to them for ever.
But sometimes, pretending that he had forgotten something important the boy ran back, and coming up to the
old man, knelt down in front of him like a camel, offering him a shoulder and calling out loudly, as if the idea had
just struck him:
“Ride, uncle! By the life of Allah, I will carry you on my back.”
And without waiting for the old man to consent, he would seize his shaking hands and put them around his
neck, pulling them down to his chest tightly and coiling the old shepherd’s legs around his waist, his tiny, wet,
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brown animal eyes lit up with a glow of understanding, warmth and compassion. He would then draw himself up
to his full height, and run to the flock as lightly as a young buck. And as he ran, gravel would spatter from under
his feet and fall down the side of the hill.
As long as everything was all right and nothing happened to the animals, the owners of the herd said nothing
and made believe they did not see what was going on, although actually they were most annoyed by the situation.
*
At the beginning of autumn all the grass withered. The winds up on the mountain swept away what remained
of the crops which had germinated in spring, reached maturity in summer and then been harvested; the earth
became hard and cracked, as usual at that time of the year, and thorns and thistles grew waist-high.
The shepherds had to take the flocks to the distant hills, wandering over fields of stubble, in out-of-the-way
places and sleeping with the herds wherever they could find sycamores and carob trees, the fruit of which they
could eat.
One day something unfortunate happened: a hyena killed Sheikh Dabour’s brown sheep. The animal had been
intended for the payment of an oath, as was indicated by a string of colored glass beads hung around its neck and
tail. Although the old shepherd produced its feet and the tip of its ear as proof that the sheep had been killed, and
showed these to everyone he met, announcing his willingness to swear under oath that he spoke the truth, Sheikh
Dabour made a terrible fuss, and his angry curses resounded through the whole village.
It so happened that a judge for disputes about flocks, one of the notables of the Tarabin tribe, was visiting the
village at the time; Sheikh Dabour laid the case before him and demanded that the old shepherd pay four times the
value of the dead sheep and the judge’s fee into the bargain, as was the custom. When the judge acquitted the old
man, Sheikh Dabour began making the shepherds’ lives a misery and refused to hand his sheep over to them.
Others who were under the Sheikh’s authority and did whatever he did followed suit.
The quarrel grew and became more bitter. Old disputes broke out anew, and the entire village took sides, as
happens in arguments of this kind. If it had not been for Haj Salim, who knows how the matter might have ended.
But the pious Salim took it upon himself to make peace between the rival sides: he held a feast and invited the
shepherds and the Sheikh. When they had eaten and drunk their fill, he acted as arbitrator, and it was agreed
among all concerned that the old shepherd should be removed and Juma appointed in his place. The old man
would be responsible for the sheep to their owners, and the income would be shared between him and Juma.
*
By becoming the regular shepherd for the community, Juma improved his social standing a little. Slowly
people became aware of his good qualities, and praised him for them. He won fame as an expert in his profession,
and they came from far and wide to ask his advice about illnesses and disease. The women began coming to him
stealthily and asking for love potions and for herbs with which to heal wounds.
All the same, the insulting nickname given to him in his youth still clung to him. The name ahbal—simpleton
—and other contemptuous terms stuck to him as stubbornly as ticks to the flesh of sheep and thorns in their wool.
He would often be the sport of gangs of youngsters throwing stones at the fledgling ravens among the ancient
olive trees or sitting in line on an empty patch of sand, like a flock of starlings perched on telephone wires. The
bells round the sheep’s necks would jingle, clouds of dust would swirl up from the track leading to the village,
and then Juma’s flat head, solid as an anvil, would appear between the billowing white waves of sheep hurrying
home to their imprisoned lambs. At a signal by one of the boys, they all would stop whatever they were doing,
hide behind the trunks of the nearby trees and sing this ditty for his benefit:
Run away, shepherd boy—
The hyenas have eaten our sheep,
The jackals have eaten our lambs,
Our threshing floor is empty,
And our well is full of holes,
Our mukhtar is lame,
And our imam is blind,
Our cobbler is barefoot,
And our shepherd has lost his wits.
Ahbal ! . .. Ahbal !
Ya!...Ya!...Ya!...

Usually this kind of thing ended harmlessly. Juma’s brain was not capable of taking in more than one or two
things at a time, and he would almost always walk past the trees without looking around him or hearing the boy’s
taunts. His whole being would be given over to the flock and his work.
Having descended the hillside, the sheep would have reached the cactus pear bushes, and the pools of mud
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around the well would be glowing in the red fire of the setting sun. By now, the animals would have the demon in
their bellies, and letting out long bleats of longing, would jump up and down and jostle one another, breaking up
into groups and scattering in different directions. Juma would run in front of them, standing next to the well,
where the paths diverged, and shaking his long stick in the air, would call out,
“Tsabha! … Najma! … Come on, be a good girl. … Blackie, this way. … Curly head, where do you think
you’re going?”
While he shouted and pleaded with them, he would push them with the end of his stick and show them which
way he wanted them to go. If a sheep tried to escape and was caught in the act, it kept itself out of sight, awaiting
another opportunity to slip away.
Meanwhile the youngsters would continue babbling their rhymes at Juma’s expense until they grew hoarse.
But Juma, paying no attention to them, would disappear with the sheep into the maze of winding alleyways,
where it was dark and dim even in the middle of the day. The voices would then subside of their own accord,
dying away in the lingering twilight; and the boys, perceiving that they got nowhere in their attempts to provoke
the shepherd, would trail off to their homes.
*
But sometimes Juma remained rooted to the spot, bewildered and afraid. He tried his utmost to understand
what was happening. And when he finally caught the point of the ditties, his anger swelled up in him, until he was
nearly out of his mind. The veins in his forehead became blue and distended, and his watery eyes took on a
venomous look. His bull-neck jerked bolt upright between his massive shoulders, and he shook his head
backwards and forwards in front of the boys, as if he was choking. Then, his brow lowered like that of a charging
bull, his beard flecked with spittle, and his breath coming in pants, he rushed towards them and lashed out in all
directions bringing his stick down on the tree trunks so fiercely that he made their tops shake.
When this happened, which was not often, there was always a terrible fuss and commotion. The sheep would
scatter to the winds, and the dog would run madly up and down, barking and snapping at their heels in an attempt
to bring them back to order. When the boys saw Juma making straight for them, they would flee in panic towards
their yellow clay houses or hide behind the heaps of dry weeds that had piled up during the hoeing season. From
there they would peep through the chinks or cracks, jumping excitedly from one foot to the other. They would
laugh with sheer joy until their mischievous faces shone and their limbs trembled. Impatiently they would wait for
the outcome, and on one occasion they were rewarded beyond their expectations.
Juma’s anger grew, instead of diminishing. He went into a sort of fit, venting his rage on plants, trees and
inanimate objects. In his fury he lifted up large stones, held them over his head and threw them in front of him
with tremendous force. He kicked and bruised the cactus bushes, the nearest trees, and the fences and hedges
along the sides of the paths. Startled from their sleep, panic-stricken sparrows flew like arrows to every side;
ravens emerged and flew circling into the blue skies, making for the hills with screams of annoyance.
In the throes of his fit, Juma slipped off his belt, threw down his fur robe and tore off his clothes. Then, naked
as on the day he was born, he ran wildly up and down. From his throat came crude, hoarse cries:
“There is no God but Allah!”
He repeated this sentence over and over again, jerking his head about with increasing violence as his frenzy
grew. His face and features were contorted; his eyes, glazed like those of a drunkard, rolled about and bulged out
of their sockets; foam oozed out of his mouth.
At the height of his excitement he found it hard to stand still: he opened his legs wide and began nodding his
head frantically. The words emerged from his mouth as a strange moaning, heavy and muffled. He banged his fists
against his head, and scratched himself with his fingernails until the blood ran.
“Disaster! … Earthquake! … Ruin! … Help! …”
These cries came all at once, and from all sides. Some older girls, who had been passing the time in idle chatter
and gossip beside the well, hurried home, screaming and giggling with terror and hiding their faces in their hands
in mock modesty. A number of toothless old women with the wild look of witches were hastening across the
center of the village. In rusty perforated tin cans or pieces of earthenware they carried burning animal manure,
borrowed from the neighbors in order to light their own fires at home. They held these smouldering firepans
underneath their dresses, where they gave off clouds of smoke and a strong, pungent smell. When these passersby
noticed Juma, they dropped what they were holding, turned around and shouted with all the force of their lungs:
“Take pity on us, friends! … Help! … To the rescue!”
At these cries, the doors of the nearby homes opened with a bang, and the villagers burst out into the street in
alarm. Footsteps resounded, running in the direction of the cries, and voices bandied questions and answers across
the darkness.
One by one the breathless villagers arrived on the scene, as excited as if they were about to save someone from
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a leopard or rebuff an enemy attack. When they saw only Juma talking to himself and having one of his fits, most
of them shrugged their shoulders in disappointment, and returned to their interrupted meals, uttering the
contemptuous phrases the Arabs use for lunatics.
“The watermelons must be ripe. … The camels are in heat.”
*
But the better-bred folk and the devout believers remained, silent and immobile, staring at Juma as if he was a
saint.
For them his fit of insanity was visionary seizure, a gracious gift from Allah. It was plain that the hidden light
of the Prophet rested upon Juma at that moment. They believed that the Angel Gabriel had touched him with his
staff, and had filled him with his spirit until it had proved too much for him, so that he was now pouring it upon
the demons and goblins who, hidden among the bushes and in the clefts between the rocks, lie in wait for the
faithful.
The most excitable spectators of this scene (which recurred several times during the hot months of summer)
were the women. Electric charges sparked through their bodies, as with wide eyes they watched Juma’s twitchings
and listened to his cries. Every moan of his struck a chord in their souls, and filled their hearts with a sweet
trepidation and a strange, divine astonishment. The wellsprings of compassion were opened in them to the point
of tears, while some of them were so moved that they tore their hair and groveled on the ground.
Standing in a semicircle, the group of men did nothing to stop what was going on; they were content to
encourage Juma with such pious cries as “May Allah grant you health, Juma!” “May Nebi Shueib (the patron saint
of the dervishes) come to your aid!” and “There is no power other than that of Allah.”
Meanwhile, the frantic women ran hither and thither, trying to chase away the children, entreating the men to
take pity on the poor orphan, to calm him, dress him, and take him back to his shack.
Eventually two or three volunteers, men of honor, were found among the group to carry out the request of the
women. First they went through their preparations, which were many and lasted a long time. They stripped off
their cloaks, rolled up their broad sleeves as if they were about to undertake an act of supreme bravery, and turned
to the crowd, asking them to stand to one side.
When these preliminaries were completed, they stalked slowly ahead, hands at the ready, legs tensely poised
and the upper halves of their bodies inclined forwards. Thus outmaneuvering Juma, they all jumped on him
simultaneously, and immobilized him by coiling themselves like serpents around his neck and waist, clasping him
close to their chests and gripping his feet and hands.
Unable to break loose from their iron clutch, Juma dug his feet into the ground and stood as firm as his
strength allowed him to, shouting at the top of his voice like an ox being led to the slaughter and resisting all their
attempts to budge him. Not till other men were called in as reinforcements did they at last manage to move him
and to take him to his shack, accompanied by the large crowd which came along to celebrate the victory. They
tried not to hurt him, and kept repeating soothing phrases to calm him down:
“Enough, man! … Quiet, now. … It’s all over. … The worst is past. … You’ve driven out the devil. … He’s
beaten. … You can rest now.”
The performance was over. The edge of the sun’s flaming rim sank over the western hills, and the silence of
evening reigned once again over the village. The yellow, ripe prickly pear fruit shone above the dusty lower
stems, which formed an entangled, impenetrable mass. On the steep mountain on the other side of the village,
scattered black rocks seemed from the distance to be somehow suspended in the void; they glowed a deep purple
for a moment, like enormous precious stones, and then darkened and faded into the night sky.
A goat which had begun a sharp, dissonant bleat suddenly realized its mistake and stopped in the middle.
Cocks and chicks crowed briefly in their slumber, and then grew silent. The air filled with pungent smells of
heated manure and pitta made of millet flour baked on the saj, the flat, round metal vessel used in the villages.
From the roof of the mosque, whose half-ruined minaret hung perilously over the slope, the muezzin chanted in a
sad, dreaming voice his heartrending plaint. When they heard the muezzin’s call to prayer, the last of the devout
villagers, who had remained in the spot waiting to see whether Juma had really come to himself, hurried towards
the mosque with a sigh of relief.
*
The very next day Juma went back to work and to his daily torments and suffering.
Before the sun rose, while the men were still slumbering and the women were grinding the flour for the day's
bread, and the faint light of oil lamps shone through the windows of the houses, Juma was already picking his
way with his sheep along the narrow paths between the lighted houses. He did not bang on the fences with his
stick, in order to alert the sheep, as was his usual custom. If a woman who knew him stood at the corner of an
alley, waiting to give him her family’s sheep for the day, he paid no attention to her and refused to accept the
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animals. Weary, sad at heart and depressed, he made his way to the square beside the well, where the whole flock
of the village collected every morning. There, with a great commotion and fuss, the sheep were divided into three
herds, each in the care of a different shepherd representing one of the three most influential families in the village,
who were at constant loggerheads with one another.
Once in the square, Juma did not dally and paid no attention to the dog who bounded across his path, barking
with joy, and asked him in his doggy language, a language of little darts and jumps,
“Where are the other sheep? Why aren’t they all here?”
Juma walked straight along his accustomed route, like a sleepwalker: he made directly for the mist-covered
mountains, looking around him with blank, vague eyes. Anyone who was late that morning had his choice of
keeping his sheep at home, or else running after Juma in an attempt of catch up with him.
For the next few days Juma stayed away from the village and fled from the fellaheen, avoiding even his
fellow-shepherds. For fear of other folk he took his herd off to a desolate ruin abandoned by its owners after the
harvest. He lived a hermit’s life in the many caves and sheltered valleys nearby—the life of a jackal among the
rocks.
He gathered and ate grass and herbs, bulbs and roots, collected snake-skins and mended his reed-pipes. In the
village he seemed a slow-witted dolt, inarticulate and capable of uttering only broken barely intelligible syllables.
But here, up in the open hills, he was a different man.
With no one near to see him, he was no longer the imbecile people thought him to be. He caressed the tortoises
or hedgehogs which crossed his path with a tenderness which would have amazed the villagers. He blew on them,
with the lightest of breaths, whispered to them affectionately, so that the hedgehogs relaxed their quills and the
tortoises stuck their heads and feet out of their shells; their little eyes glittered restlessly and peered at him in a
sort of trusting surprise. He also knew many birds by their songs, and whistled their tunes as clearly as they did
themselves.
If a sheep became ill, or if its foot slipped and it fell down a rocky slope, Juma knew just how to handle it and
what treatment to apply. He would sit next to the sick beast on the ground for hours at a time, stroking its neck
and smiling at it consolingly. At moments like this he was able to find words, soothing and affectionate words,
accompanied by soft cooing sounds, which he never used when he was with people.
As the day wore on, and the sun climbed higher in the sky, the sheep grew weary, and Juma led them to a cool
cleft in the rocks. There they quenched their thirst at a hillside stream and then, pushing against one another
mischievously, marched shoulder to shoulder into the dark shadows of the narrow ravine, where every dislodged
stone sounded like a clap of thunder.
Here, beside the oleander bushes, which bent down to the damp ground, Juma made the flock lie down, and
whiled away the time with his shepherd’s pipe. When the sheep dozed in the midday heat, he also rested against
one of the rocks, lying flat on the ground, with his head on his arm. Face upward, eyes wide open, his nostrils
quivering like those of a hunting dog or buck, he breathed in the peace of the spot, refreshed by the humid,
bracing air.
But while his upturned face expressed the satisfaction of a prisoner who has just thrown off his shackles, his
body shook and twitched every now and then under the weight of his bitter memories.
The shadows grew longer, and the day shorter, and Juma took the sheep out into the fields again to graze.
When night fell he took shelter in one of the caves. He made a camp fire at the entrance, mixed some dough and
baked a cake on the glowing embers. After giving the dog its portion, he ate his fill, sniffing the odor with relish,
and masticating the crumbs slowly and luxuriously, as if he were one of the sheep inside the cave who were
chewing the cud and tranquilly digesting what they had eaten the whole of that day.
When Juma finished eating, he spread his fur cloak out on the ground and lay down on it, blocking the
entrance to the cave with his body. His dog lay at his feet, and his club was at hand. His head and most of his
body were outside the cave, and his eyes were fixed on the deep blue summer skies, sown with twinkling stars.
After a short while his fatigue got the better of him, and he fell into a relaxing, healing sleep, free of dreams or
nightmares.
*
It is natural for a shepherd’s senses to be sharper then those of other people, his memory better and his
faculties more acute. But because he is forced to lead a life of loneliness and silence, he becomes accustomed over
the years to shrink into himself, and to hide his feelings.
So it was only to outward appearance that Juma returned to normal, that he no longer glanced around him with
a suspicious eye, and once more took on the stolid expression of a beast of burden, impervious to sufferings and
torments and submissive to his fate.
Within he continued to be tortured and choked by anger and humiliation. An indefinable sort of grief, a sorrow
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of the kind which follows a traumatic shock, arose from the depths of his soul, like a mist emerging from water,
and enveloped his whole being. Looking back on the days of his childhood, his dark and miserable youth, he saw
a drab procession of gray days, shot through with shame and insults, bitter as bile. He had always been the butt of
his playmates, and his employers had ill-treated him and paid him less than his due.
He had never had the money for a bride. Ahmed, who had only one leg, had by now been married and divorced
three times, while Juma was still single, although he was already thirty. No sooner did he get together a couple of
dozen sheep for the bride-price, as the cost of several years’ backbreaking work, than all his savings were lost
through some accident or other: either he had to remit a sum of money to the army, in lieu of military service, or
his family became involved in a feud with another clan and he had to contribute towards the blood money paid for
the other side’s dead and wounded. Time after time he remained penniless and back where he started from.
“Allah gives, and Allah takes,” the old men in his family used to tell him as they led off his flock, but this was
thin consolation.
All these memories stabbed his heart and made him hate other people. He took himself off far away from the
village, did not return the sheep to their owners at night, and ensconced himself behind a hedge of silence. When
the harvesters met him, he would not reply to their greetings and seemed not to have heard what they said to him;
he stood transfixed to the spot, confused and staring at them with calf’s eyes, before turning away and stammering
some hurried, mumbled sounds that he himself did not understand.
Sometimes it happened that the owners of the sheep came to his hiding-place to see if the flocks were being
looked after properly, or perhaps to take a ewe which someone wanted to buy. He paid hardly any attention to
them, and scarcely knew what they were saying. With a furious expression he would leap up as though bitten by a
snake, put out his hairy beast’s arm, seize the wanted ewe roughly, and peering into its eyes with a tender smile,
like a mother giving up her unweaned child, hand it angrily to his nervous visitors, all the while grinding his teeth
against one another, and making grunting noises. Then, while they were still talking to him, he would run off.
“May Allah protect us from the devil!” the owners of the sheep would say, escaping from the place as soon as
they could, lest evil befall them.
Down in the village people spread all sorts of malicious rumors about him. Some said he was in league with
the forces of darkness, and spoke at night to the devil himself and his demons; others claimed they had seen him
standing on a rock, with his rumpled hair tossed by the wind and his face smeared with blood, gripping in his
hand the magic wand which gave him power over the evil spirits.
These slanderous tales made people afraid of him. The village folk kept out of his way and tried to avoid him
whenever they could. Only when they needed him urgently, as when some disaster had befallen one of their
animals and there was no one else who could cure it, did they bring it to him. Then they would come to him with
the sick creature, tell him their trouble, and beg for a remedy.
*
It was a boiling hot summer day.
Since the early morning the sun had been veiled in a hazy mist, through which it shone like a disc of dull steel.
From the highest point of the horizon it seared the earth below with its invisible rays. The air hung heavy as a
mountain; the heat rose up from the ground, burst from the rocks, and settled down from the oppressive skies.
Every now and then a hot blast of wind came over from the east, and at the touch of its breath even the wax-like
leaves of the wild myrtle folded and crumpled up like paper licked by flames.
Juma’s herd, which he had been grazing since the morning on the hillside, not far from the old ruin, had
stopped cropping the grass.
The heaviest-tailed sheep lay helplessly on the ground among the yellow thorns, breathing quickly and heavily,
with their legs tucked under them and their chins resting against the ground, as if in this way they could cool their
steaming flesh. The whole herd lay motionless, without even blinking or shaking their ears to chase away the
swarms of mosquitoes which pestered them and would not let them sleep.
Massoud, the mongrel dog with clipped ears and yellow jackal-tail, had been running around since morning
with his tongue hanging out, waging a running battle with the gnats, slapping them with his paws and biting
himself when they got under his fur; but now even he gave up out of sheer exhaustion and, letting the insects bite
away, curled up in the shade of a rock. There he dozed off as a sheep dog will, half opening one eye now and then
to peep at the animals in his charge, and going back to his fitful, uneasy sleep on seeing that everything was all
right.
Only Juma was kept busy.
He sat on a rock, his whole body bent forward. His face, fringed by an untidy beard which crept up his cheeks
to his eyes, was turned towards the pile of raw wool lying on the abbaya spread out beside him. From time to time
he put out his hand, plucked a few fibers of wool out of the heap, and worked at them with iron combs until they
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emerged smooth and straight, as if shampooed, from under the crooked teeth. While doing this he shook his head,
and wiped away the drops of sweat which shone on his brow.
Suddenly the dog lifted up his head, smelt the air and looked around him warily. A shudder passed through his
body, and he jumped up and ran like a streak of lightning towards the valley. A few minutes later he began barking
excitedly, as if saying to Juma:
“Come and help me!”
At that moment a piercing cry came from the bottom of the ravine:
“Ju-ma! Hey, Ju-ma! Ohhh!”
The cry, repeated again and again, echoed and reverberated in the hills. The sheep took fright, and began
getting to their feet unwillingly. Juma also started up, as if waking from a heavy dream. He threw the wool fibers
onto the abbaya, gripped his staff (an oak club studded with rusty old nails), lifted himself up with an effort, and
walked with slow deliberate steps in the direction the dog had taken, his hands hanging down at his sides. His
path lay between sycamores, pistachios and wild olives, most of whose leaves had been nibbled off by the flock.
The sharp-fanged thorn bushes stung his legs like wasps. When he came to a heap of stones which had slipped
down the hillside and formed a mound at its foot, he climbed up, shaded his eyes with his hand, and gazed out
over the chasm which fell away in front of him, as far as his eye could see.
The voice reached him again, louder and more urgent:
“Juma! … Hey, Juma!”
And the dog, who had meanwhile run back to his master and looked at him, as if asking what he should do
next, scurried back to the ravine, barking thunderously as he did so. Juma made for the direction of the cries.
Before he reached the ravine, a man emerged from below, pulling behind him a mule, at whose bridle he
tugged with all his force. The man and beast climbed slowly up the narrow, winding shepherds’ trail, taking a long
time to reach the top.
Juma knew Sheikh Dabour and his mule, which was notorious in the village: a stubborn, vicious beast which
lashed out and kicked at the least provocation and was as cunning as its owner. When Juma saw the pair his face
darkened and he trembled inwardly. Pushing his cap to one side and scratching his head in his anxiety, he first
made out Sheikh Dabour’s outstretched hand, which seemed to signal to him from afar. Then he noted the mule’s
slow, stumbling walk, and the sheikh’s pleadings and attempts to hurry the beast up, and he realized the purpose
of the visit.
At once he regained his presence of mind, and waved his stick back at the sheikh, as a sign that he was waiting
for him. Juma whistled to the dog, who was gnashing his teeth and snarling at the approaching stranger, puzzled
because his master did not share his dislike.
“Enough! Stop it now!” Juma ordered him firmly, admonishing him with his open hand. At once the dog
stopped barking, and when Juma returned to his sheep Massoud ran in front of him, licking the dust and banging
his tail on the ground; eventually he curled up into a ball and went back to sleep.
For some time Juma wandered around aimlessly. Several times he went up to where the wool was laid, as
though intending to take up his work again, but his hands remained listlessly at his side. His whole being
expressed attention and expectation. Every now and then he raised his head for a look at the sheikh and his beast.
Because of the mule’s illness his master took him, not up the straight, steep incline, but through the long
circuitous side-trail, which was easier going. After every few steps the sheikh stopped for a breathing space, and
looking back at the mule, wiped the sweat off his face and neck with his sleeve.
When Sheikh Dabour finally reached the flat top of the hill, he heaved a sigh of relief, pressed his hand firmly
against his chest, took a deep breath, and motioned to Juma, who had come forward to meet him, to take the
mule’s bridle. While doing all this, the sheikh tried to bring a polite smile to his thin lips, and muttered in an
exhausted voice:
“Salaam aleikhum! Peace unto you!”
“Peace unto you, and Allah’s compassion and greetings,” Juma replied kissing the other’s hand and raising it to
his forehead.
Taking the bridle, Juma pulled the mule, who had begun shaking its big head and its flea-bitten mane up and
down as if chasing away a troublesome fly. With practiced hands he tied the long iron chain of the bridle around
the branch of an oak, which stuck out of a cleft between the rocks, and hooked the end of the chain into the ring.
Then he returned to his unexpected guest, whom he led to the northern wall of the ruin, where it was damp and
cool. On the way he gathered up the wool fibers and put them into a sack, squeezing it down well and tying its
mouth up tight; this freed the abbaya, which he dusted off and spread out again on the ground. With the sack
placed against the wall like a cushion, he had an elegant seat of honour for his guest.
Sheikh Dabour removed his red goatskin shoes and his white cloak, settled his legs under him oriental style,
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and relaxed. He took off his dervish’s hat, a long, white, peaked bonnet with a heavy green band around it, and
before putting it back on, he wiped his kerchief across his bald patch, which was red from heat and exertion. Then
he plunged his hand into his bosom and took out a black string of beads, of the kind used by the dervishes. He did
all this slowly and without haste, his eyes darting all about him the while. He fingered the beads in his short,
stubby fingers and remained silent, as if trying to collect his thoughts. At long last he opened with a formal
greeting:
“May your health be good!”
“By Allah’s will!” Juma replied, placing his hand on his chest submissively.
“How are you? And how are the sheep?” the sheikh asked. “I had great trouble finding your place. …” And
when he said this, he moved to one side and gestured to Juma, who was standing, to sit down on the abbaya
beside him.
“I am at your service! Thanks to Allah, all is well!” Juma replied. He sat down hesitantly on the edge of the
cloak, as far away from the sheikh as possible, and took up an attentive posture, as if waiting for his words.
“Listen, Juma … pray to the Prophet!” the sheikh began again, after a brief interval. “Two matters have
brought me to you. It has come to my notice that the night before last, during my absence from the village, you
behaved in a scandalous fashion. You performed the sacred ritual and dance, although you are not a dervish and
have not yet been accepted into the circle. … You have no knowledge of the mystic way, nor of the correct
method to be used in practicing it. Every tumbler and jumper, every fool who can spring about in the air, fancies
he is a dervish … But this is shameful, a desecration of the faith, a monstrous crime!”
He grew more and more angry, and his nostrils quivered with rage. At every word he nodded his head in
emphasis and warning, and he fingered the beads vigorously, as if counting Juma’s sins, one at a time.
Juma did not understand what he was driving at, and stared at him with dark, hollow eyes. The sheikh raised
himself slightly upon the abbaya, came closer to the shepherd and explained:
“The dervish dance, if performed as it should be, can bring the dancer into contact with the naked, sinful souls,
who wander in the middle regions driven like leaves in the wind. The dancer redeems them from their suffering,
breathes life into their wings and bears them aloft, to the portals of paradise. But a false practice of the ritual
pushes them down to hell and into the burning desert, where they sow grain with their sweat and water it with
their tears, and then harvest only poisonous weeds crawling with snakes and vipers. … Regard your Maker, oh
Juma! Your sin is on your head!”
Juma was taken aback, and could not find words with which to justify himself. He hung his head, like a child
caught doing something wrong, and mumbled in a low, pleading voice:
“Teach me the right way, uncle! Help me to become a member of the circle.” And while speaking he fell at the
sheikh’s feet, kissing his knees, touching his beads and fixing his eyes on him in expectation.
“No, Juma! The time has not yet come for that. What you did the other nights has hurt your chances.” And in
an attempt to soften the effect of his words, the sheikh continued:
“There is no need for haste in this matter. I must first consult our master, Sheikh Khiry. … No, don’t interrupt
me, Juma. You can trust me. I was always a friend of your father, may Allah have mercy on his soul... Yes, he was
a good man. For his sake you should be forgiven.” Truly everything is in Allah’s hands.”
Sheikh Dabour moved back and rested against the sack. He made an impatient gesture, as if indicating that he
had said all he wanted to say on that subject, and lapsed into silence. After several minutes his face took on an
anxious expression, and in a completely different tone of voice, moderate, matter-of-fact and practical, he said:
“Do you see the mule, Juma? It is very dear to me. A week ago it was touched by the evil eye. It lost its
appetite, and its thirst never ends: a full bucket of water leaves the beast still unslaked. Before I went to town I
fumigated it against the evil eye and sprinkled it with the proper herbal ablution. Then I locked it up in the stable
and ordered the women of the household not to leave the door open and to guard the mule against the evil spirits.
But whoever trusts women is like someone who leans against a sagging fence.
“Since yesterday I don’t like the look of my poor mule. In my opinion there is no cure for what ails it except
cauterization. Fire drives out discord and plucks out defects at their root. Examine the animal yourself, and
Allah’s will be with you. You have a light touch. And you are experienced in matters like these.
“Perhaps you will be able to cure the beast.”
“To cure your mule? At once, and may it be on my head!” Juma sprang to his feet. “With Allah’s help, all will
be well! We shall do what has to be done, and without delay.”
Sheikh Dabour also rose, adjusted his belt, tucked the beads away inside his cloak, and put on his shoes. The
two of them walked over to the mule.
*
Juma circled the beast several times. It was in great pain, and feverish. He examined all its limbs carefully,
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letting nothing escape him. He held the bridle tight, but it did not resist and allowed him to inspect its whole body.
First he looked at the eyes: their luster was quite gone and they were covered by a thin film of mist and misery.
He moved the lower jaw, opened the mouth with a skilled hand, and touched the dry, cracked tongue, which felt
shriveled and hard to the touch.
Then he handed the sheikh the bridle and got down on his hands and knees in order to take a look at the chest
and count the ribs on each side, feeling each one as he counted it. Finally he placed one hand on each side of the
mule’s belly, which was taut as a drum, and touched a round protuberance the size of an egg. The beast bounded
as if stung by a scorpion, reared up and lashed out wildly with its hind legs.
“Watch out, Juma! Take care!” Sheikh Dabour called out, starting back with freight. “There is a curse on the
beast, and it can do harm. It is as cunning as a snake lying in wait under the straw. By Allah, it will kill you, if you
do not watch out.”
Juma had also managed to jump aside from under the mule, and just in time. Light and agile as a cat, he leaped
out of danger and landed on his feet. Keeping this safe position, he followed the beast’s convulsive movements.
Its meager strength was soon exhausted, and it grew still and silent, quivering in every limb. When all was quiet,
Juma approached it again, gave it a searching look and considered what he should do next. Suddenly he slapped
his thigh, nodded his head in decision, and said softly:
“You were right, Sheikh Abu Hassan! It is an internal abscess. The only cure is to burn it out with the fire of
the kriyah bush. It never fails! It is a good thing you lost no time in coming to me.”
And, as if wishing to reassure the sheikh, he added:
“I’ll handle the animal the right way. I’ll be careful, don’t worry. You’ll hardly notice the scars afterwards.
With the help of Allah, the mule will get better in no time. And you’ll still have much use from it.”
“Go ahead! Do what you have to, Juma!” Sheikh Dabour replied, stroking his beard in satisfaction and
agreement. “You know best, and can decide what is necessary. Don’t lose any time. I rely on you in everything.
The mule is in your hands. And may Allah be with you!”
With a deftness which belied his age the sheikh rolled up his sleeves, tucked the ends of his red and blue
striped silk robe into his broad belt, and revealed his baggy white undergarments, which stretched down to his
ankles. Taking the dervish hat off his head carefully, he then prepared to help Juma with the operation.
“Sit down, uncle!” Juma begged him, in the confident voice of a master craftsman who abominated the idea of
a stranger interfering in his work. “There is much still to be done, and we have time. Please sit in the shade
meanwhile, so that you won’t tire yourself out. When I need your help, I’ll let you know.”
Sheikh Dabour obeyed and moved to the side, from where he watched Juma’s preparations with satisfaction.
The shepherd ran up and down busily, his tense face betraying the strain he was under. Several times he
disappeared into the dark ruin and came out with his hands full. He brought bundles of thorns, roots of trees and
ropes, then returning to the ruin fetched out of the darkness somewhere a leather bag, yellow and damp with age,
from which he took glass plates covered with dirt and mould, bundles of leather and rusty tin boxes tied round
with different-colored threads. All these he emptied and arranged on the ground in front of him. Then he thrust his
hand into the bag again, as deep as it could go, and took out the tools of his craft: needles, awls, a pair of tongs,
and iron spits. With great care he selected the tools he needed, throwing a glance at the awed sheikh from time to
time. He arranged all his treasures on the ground in front of him, like a child showing off his trinkets: he placed
them all within easy reach, for when they should be needed.
Having completed these preparations, he stowed the sack away in a safe place, and knelt down in order to
make the fire.
First he put together a fireplace out of stones; then he built up a small pile of straw and thorn bushes, easy to
kindle, and placed branches on top of them. When all was ready he put his hand into his bosom and took out a
metal ring and a flint. With his thumb he pressed a twill of nettle-fiber to the flint, and struck it sharply until the
sparks flew off.
When the fire had caught, he thrust it in amongst the straw, blowing on the flame and waving his cloak so as to
fan it. Smoke billowed up, making his eyes run with tears, and tongues of flame shot here and there, yellow and
smelling of resin.
Now, when the fire was blazing, away, he carefully piled on the kriyah roots, one bundle at a time. It was clear
that Juma was sparing with these precious roots, and did not use more than he thought necessary. The fire
crackled away, really hot by now. Juma put the two thinnest iron spits into the heart of the flame, covered them
with glowing embers, and jumped up, rubbing his hands with pleasure at a job well done and nodding his head at
the sheikh, as if inviting him to listen to the humble words he stammered out:
“All is well, uncle! Now we can begin. We have to tie the mule up and get busy.”
Sheikh Dabour stretched his limbs and rose to his feet slowly. He came up to Juma and stood next to him,
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letting him take the lead and doing exactly what he was told.
With stealthy, cat-like strides the two of them approached the mule. While the sheikh held the bridle under the
beast’s chin Juma placed a wooden muzzle around its lips, slipped a rope through the perforations, and tied it
tight, so that the animal’s mouth and teeth, were held firm and it could not bite. Then Juma opened the bundle of
thick hempen ropes and spread them out flat on the ground. He tied four nooses and then, lithe and quick as a
snake, with deft fingers, he slipped them over the mule’s ankles and pulled them gently to, checking the double
knots to be sure that they would hold. After doing this, he wriggled out from under the mule’s belly and handed
one end of the rope to the sheikh. He himself took the other end and cried out:
“Pull, Sheikh Abu Hassan! Now. Pull! Pull, oh friend of God!”
Both of them pulled the rope at the same instant, and in a trice the mule was trussed and helpless. The beast
made a half-hearted attempts to struggle free; but as they held firm and pulled even harder, the ropes began
cutting into its flesh, so that it soon stopped straining against them and sank down on its side silent and patiently
awaiting its fate.
Sheikh Dabour sat down on the mule’s haunch with all the weight of his body, while Juma leaped wildly
towards the fire. He came running back with the white-hot, pointed iron, and sat down on the animal’s haunches,
next to the sheikh. Holding the iron aloft, he bent over its belly, proclaimed “In the name of Allah, the allmerciful!” as tradition prescribed, and plunged the iron deep into the place he had previously marked. The tumor
burst, spurting out a stream of pus and blood. At this their faces broke into smiles of satisfaction and relief. Juma
enlarged the burnt area, thrusting the iron in deeper and twisting it around so as to get rid of the whole abscess.
The smell of smoke, singed hair and burnt flesh rose up from the wound. As for the mule, it threshed and jerked
and struggled until it shook off the tormentors perched on its body. Quivering and shuddering in every limb, it
then lay back again in its bonds uttering a strange frightful groan, at the last ebb of its strength.
Juma stirred up the hissing embers, took out the spits and held them up to the light for inspection. Then both of
them returned to the mule and crouched on its back once more, holding on tight like a couple of monkeys. They
turned the mule over on its side, and pressed their weight down on it as hard as they could. Juma branded its flesh
with the irons: he made two circles, one within the other, and joined them with crossed lines. The mule no longer
had the strength to resist. It merely scraped the ground and lashed up the earth and wet dung with its tail; rivers of
sweat oozed from every pore of its body, covering its skin with a white foam. From time to time it lifted up its
head slightly, and stared at its torturers with moist, blood-flecked eyes, before sinking back to the ground; where it
writhed in pain and helpless rage.
Juma took a handful of ashes and spread them on the cauterized areas, removed the wooden bridle, slackened
the ropes and put out the fire. Meanwhile Sheikh Dabour dusted himself off and tidied his clothes. During the
operation he had not stopped praising the shepherd and his skill. He patted Juma on the shoulder affectionately,
and said:
“I have no words! By the life of Allah, you have done your work well. You are worth your weight in gold. If
anyone says anything to the contrary, I will pluck out his eyes with these very fingers. Now let us go and rest.”
A weak grin spread over Juma’s wild-looking, unruly face, and he made a gesture indicating refusal. But
Sheikh Dabour seized him by the arm and pulled him along after him:
“Come, let us eat together. It is past noon, and I am starving. That crazy mule has driven me out of my wits.”
The two of them returned to the abbaya, from where they could see the mule and the sheep. Sheikh Dabour
reached into his cloak, which lay on the sack, and as if by magic took out a large bundle which Juma had not
noticed before. He undid the wrappings and produced several rolls of water-thin pitta, dipped in olive oil and
fragrant greenstuffs, from amongst which tumbled balls of hard, knobbly goat’s cheese. While picking these up
one after the other, he did not stop urging Juma to eat:
“Take some food, my friend, and eat. The oil will cool you off, and refresh you. You have worked hard, and
must be tired.”
Settling down to the meal, both of them fell to in silence. The dog sat to one side, and looked hungrily at every
morsel the men put into their mouths. The sheikh soon gave over trying to eat the goat’s cheese, which was hard
as a stone and more than his old teeth could manage. He cast an angry look at the greenstuffs, which were not of
the freshest; his two wives, the young and the old, quarreled among themselves, and blamed one another when the
food was not properly prepared.
Meanwhile Juma’s powerful jaws crunched and munched to the divine content of their owner. He put away a
pile of the whole-wheat pitta, savoring its crusty flavor as a sheep delights in the roots on the hillside. He smiled
with pleasure.
Sheikh Dabour ate the pitta too, but without pleasure and only because he was starving. He suffered from a
weak stomach, and envied Juma his appetite and strong bowels. From time to time he glanced sideways at the
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shepherd, but since the latter showed no sign of having sated his hunger, the sheikh forced himself to go on with
his meal, so as not to require his guest to stop eating before he had his fill, which would have been a breach of
etiquette.
When Juma had eaten as much as he wished, he collected all the crumbs in the palm of his hand and threw
them into his mouth at one time. Then he looked up at his host and placed his hand on his heart.
“I have had enough! May Allah satisfy your heart’s desires!”
“Your health!” Sheikh Dabour replied, and, wiping off his mouth with his palms, he took out his string of
beads, twisted it round his fingers, and asked Juma:
“What do you think about the mule? Can she come along with me?”
“No! No! May Allah pardon me!” Juma replied, shaking his head and hands vehemently. “Do you want to kill
it? The abscess has just been opened, and the poison has been removed. The mule has no strength left, and it
needs complete rest. It would be best for it to remain here today. You can go on your way in peace, and may Allah
make straight your path. Tomorrow morning you can send one of the boys to fetch the beast. It must fast till
tomorrow. That is my advice. Otherwise it will not regain its strength.”
“Excellent! Excellent!” Sheikh Dabour declared. He was pleased with the unexpected suggestion. “I shall do
whatever you say. It is in your hands. What you propose is the best way. There is none better.” While saying this,
he put on his bonnet, which was his pride and joy, placed the folded abbaya on his shoulder, and made ready to
leave.
But before going he went up to the mule, inspected it and gazed at it long and hard. After he had made certain
that the poor animal was feeling easier, his mind was more at rest. He took a few paces back towards Juma, who
was standing behind him waiting for him, turned round and said to the shepherd:
“I need not say much about what you have done. With your permission, I take my leave, Juma! Come back to
the village, and stop trying to hide from people! The Sainted Sheikh Navhan, may Allah have mercy on his soul,
has said:
“‘He who hides from people shall find that Allah hides from him on the Day of Judgement.’”
“Farewell, my uncle! May Allah lighten your journey!” Juma answered, walking the first few steps along with
the Sheikh, as courtesy required. “Let your mind be at rest, and do not worry about your mule. Rely on Allah. It
will live, and everything will be all right.”
*
The sheikh disappeared among the curving paths of the valley, and, seeing him go, Juma heaved a sigh of
relief, as if a burden had been lifted from his shoulders. With measured steps he also walked up to the mule,
surveyed it carefully, then went on past it, and took charge of the herd, which had broken up into small groups.
Some of these had wandered off in quest of succulent green grass; others stood on the rocks and stretched out
their necks and tongues to the tasty leaves of the oaks which grew in the crevices.
Two old rams, with crooked horns and unkempt hair, were engaged in a butting match; every now and then
they sprang back from one another in order to renew their attack with greater vigor. They would lower their heads
and bang their foreheads together, locking horns with a loud and echoing din; but with all their pushing and
grunting neither could move the other an inch.
When they saw Juma walking by, they stopped fighting and rushed towards him with wild leaps, Juma
understood their trouble, patted them and scratched them behind the ears, and called out in a loud voice:
“Are you thirsty? You want to drink? Yes, I thought so! All right, we’ll go down to the well!”
As he spoke, he raised his eyes upwards, looking for the sun, so as to tell the time; he worked out its position
from the pale rays which filtered through the shimmery haze of heat as if through oil-soaked rags. Although it was
still early, and not yet time to bring the sheep to water, he took hold of his club, whistled sharp and long to summon the animals, then called to his dog, took the lead ram by the horns and began guiding him towards the spring.
The ram instantly grasped what Juma was up to, and started galloping and shaking the bell around his neck, which
tinkled merrily. The sheep responded by pushing and hustling along, jumping from one rock to another and
scurrying down the incline to the dip, in which a dense thicket of reeds, oleander bushes and willows rustled
softly.
Both sheep and shepherd slaked their burning thirst at the cool mountain spring which flowed along a crack in
the smooth rock, covered by green slime and ferns. Juma sat down beside the stream, and dangled his filthy bare
legs and horny soles in it, letting the water flow over his toes and ankles. Then, when he felt refreshed, he took the
reed cane off his belt, brought it to his lips, placed his head on one side and poured out a sad, plaintive tune,
which broke and splintered among the steep rocks and was swallowed up by crevices which loomed wide-open
like the jaws of giant monsters.
Suddenly Juma stopped his playing and jumped to his feet, as if he had just remembered something important
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which could not be put off. He waved his stick to rouse the sheep for the walk back. The animals turned their
sleepy heads round to stare at him in astonishment. Even the dog remained where he was. Confused and
uncertain, he stretched his legs slowly, lowered his back and touched the ground with his belly, while shaking his
ears and giving his master a worried look, as if asking:
“What’s up? Why are you in such a hurry to leave this charming spot?”
But Juma was in no mood to be trifled with. He grabbed the stubborn lead ram by the neck and, although he
dug his hooves into the ground and refused to budge, Juma pulled him along with all his force, beating him with
his stick. Reluctantly, the entire herd began to move up the slope.
At last they reached the vicinity of the ruin. Without wasting a moment Juma rushed to the mule, and
examined it with gathering joy. The mule was already standing on its feet, and showed a distinct change for the
better. A faint spark of life had flared up again in its eyes; the mucus had stopped flowing from both sides of its
mouth; and it was nicking its tail against its back and legs. Delighted with the improvement, he rubbed his hairy
chest with satisfaction and pride, and smiled to himself quietly. In high spirits he walked up and down in front of
the mule, encouraging it with soothing words.
But the beast only lowered its ears, slanted its eyes and glanced at him sideways in anger, dread and open
hostility.
Relieved at last of all his hidden fears, Juma felt an enormous weariness rise up from his legs, penetrate all his
limbs, and take hold of his entire body. With a great effort he staggered to the place where his abbaya was still
spread out, and slumping down on it, he lay prone, his hands clasped under him and his elbows flat on the ground.
At that moment his body returned to its roots: he became himself one of the plants of the earth, one of the silent
shapes of nature.
For a few minutes he looked around him. But slowly his brain drained of every thought and every speculation;
his eyes closed of their own accord, and his head sank onto his arm. Soon loud, broken snores resounded from his
nostrils and his open mouth.
*
Juma was awakened both by Massoud’s panic-stricken, angry barking, as if he was calling for help, and by the
dull stamping of hooves on the ground. Confused and still half-asleep, he leapt up, and without a glimmer of what
was going on, he looked around him at the hubbub and disorder.
In the dim red light of the setting, sulphurous sun, he made out the frightened sheep fleeing in all directions;
some of them were climbing up the steep rocks, and becoming entangled in thorn bushes, where they remained
stuck and helpless; others were pushing against one another like mad things running for their lives.
Among them was the source of all the alarm: the mule, which had jerked its head chain loose and now
stampeded in a circle, terrible as a lioness, with wild mane and tail held high. It threshed about with one end of the
chain still attached to its head and the other dragging between its feet; every now and then it would stumble and
fall only to struggle to its feet once again, while the flocks grew more and more terrified.
Suddenly Juma realized what had happened. Grasping his staff, and gesturing wildly, he shouted at Massoud,
who was cowering and whimpering beside him:
“At it! Come on, go for it! Get it!”
But the dog, stunned by what was happening, stuck his tail between hill legs, and continued whining in mortal
terror, frozen to the spot.
“Wait, you miserable beast! I’ll teach you some sense, Unbeliever!”
Juma hissed these words between lips trembling with anger, and ran after the mule to take hold of it. The
animal darted off in a mad despairing gallop, but Juma placed himself in its path and leapt towards it bending
down to seize it by the reins. At that moment a sharp vicious glint flashed in the mule’s eyes as with the instinct of
a wild beast it calculated its spring and the exact spot where it would strike. Like lightning it wheeled about, then
contracting its rear muscles, it flung out furiously with both hind-legs. Before Juma could dodge to one side, the
mule had kicked him full in the chest with all the weight of its body behind it.
“Oh! My God! I’m done for,” Juma cried out as he fell.
The blow was so violent that fire seemed to burst out of his eyes. He hit the ground and rolled like a ball, till he
was stopped short by a protuberant rocky mass a few yards away. He lay motionless where he had come to rest.
*
When he began to regain consciousness, he heard Massoud’s wailing and choked howls as if behind a thick,
blank wall. He felt the dog’s tongue licking his forehand, and his hot breath upon his face. With the last vestiges
of his strength he raised his hand and placed it on the dog’s neck.
The animal was pulling his sleeve backwards and forwards nervously, as if trying to get him to his feet. When
the dog felt his master’s touch he let go and lay down beside him, tense and watchful. Every few minutes the dog
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shook convulsively, and a shudder passed through his whole body. All the time he kept up his broken, pitiful
moans.
Juma with a great effort raised his leaden eyelids. It was dark all around him. He looked about and, although
his life’s flame now flickered but dimly, he noticed several clouds scurrying across the sky, like sheep running to
catch up with the rest of the flock. The Great-Bear had turned right round, its tail now pointed to the horizon. The
greater part of the night had gone by while Juma had lain there unconscious.
The mountain wind blew strongly, making the oaks creak and the wild olives moan. The branches of the big
carob tree rustled, and its roots groaned under the rocks.
Juma stretched out his hand and touched his hair. It was wet from cold sweat and had stuck to his forehead. He
wiped his lips with his arm. At that moment the moon’s rays pierced through the branches, and he saw to his
amazement that his fingers were red with his own blood. He felt the rapid beating of his heart in his chest, at the
tips of his fingers and in his skull. It seemed as though some wild bird was knocking at his temples with its beak,
and he felt something large and round rise up from his heart and catch him in the throat.
A great and growing fear enveloped him, striking terror to his soul; a strange feeling of loss and absence seized
him.
His hands clutched the rock for a moment, and he lifted himself a little, his face contorted in pain and supplication; but his strength gave out at once, and he slumped down once more, coughing harshly, his life-force ebbing
away. He lay beside the rock, motionless and quiet as a mouse, his mouth open like that of a fish seeking a drop of
life-giving air.
Silent and unmoving, he gazed wide-eyed at the eternal night and world of shadows into whose borders he was
now crossing.
138.272 Battles\fn{by Yehuda Burla (1886-1969)} Jerusalem, Israel (M) 14
1
It is often said that among the Gentiles there are men of noble lineage whose features and outward appearance
show that nothing but the purest and most refined aristocratic blood flows in their veins. Perhaps this is true, and
then again perhaps it is just talk, for blood is invisible to the eye, and nobody can examine or analyze it to determine whether it is noble, or just that of ordinary mortals. At the least, the tale is suspect.
But on the other hand, where Jews are concerned, it is quite beyond doubt that there are men and women
sprung from learned, pious stock, with the blood of the meek and the righteous in their veins, whose hearts are
pure as the heavens themselves and whose souls are a perpetual abode of humility, peace and charity. For in their
case, their virtues are evident and manifest to every eye, in thought and action, in speech and silence—throughout
their life’s journey on earth.
Thus it was clearly evident from the appearance of Mistress Reina Abouav and her husband, Master Gedaliah
Abouav, that the two of them, both he and she, were descended from the stock of great rabbis, outstanding in
learning and distinguished for humility—and the annals of both their lives and the tale of their actions bear
indubitable witness to the sacred stream that flowed in their veins.
It is true the two were entirely different from one another; indeed it is doubtful if there was ever another couple
of such absolute opposites as Master Gedaliah and his wife. Nevertheless, they were both known to all by their
ways and their doings as kind and merciful folk, exemplary in the service of God and in the love of His Torah.
Nor were their ways separate, but they followed a straight path together, in good days as in bad.
For all that, however, they were unlike in many respects. He Master Gedaliah, was a merry man fond of and
always eager for a boisterous good time, while she, Mistress Reina, loved peace and quiet, and was never happier
than when engaged in a quiet cozy talk. He would flare up quickly into a great rage, to the point of <unconsciousness>,\fn{There is a blank here in the text.} for he was by nature subject to fainting. For instance, if anyone insulted
him—a creditor, or just an irascible person, or someone who was stronger than he—and if Master Gedaliah could
not give as good as he got, he would at once rush home and sit down cross-legged in a corner, still and silent as if
his lips had stuck together, his head between his knees because of his great mortification, and thus he would fall
into a prolonged coma, so that very often you would suddenly hear, among Master Gedaliah’s neighbours, a
frightened voice with tidings of disaster:
“Master Gedaliah has passed out.”
Mistress Reina, on the contrary, was slow to anger. Very seldom in her life had she been really angry. She was
constantly dropping words of wisdom in censure of anger; for this was a fault she always taught herself to control
and avoid.
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Again, Master Gedaliah was hasty in his actions, and excitable by temperament, was unable to look ahead,
while she was restrained, sober in her opinions. She was always quoting the Arab proverb:
My word it was my servant, while in my mouth it stayed;
Escaped, it was the mistress, and I the captive maid.

But the difference that stamped all their lives was concerned with the knowledge of the Torah. For, in contrast
to the usual situation, she was the learned one, while he was just an ordinary Jew, who was never considered a
scholar. A simple man he was, knowing but little Scripture, Mishna, and Zohar. But just for that reason Master
Gedaliah was all his life an enthusiastic devotee of the wise and learned, always eager to sit in on their gatherings;
in this he was like a man who in the darkest night along a desolate road, runs through cold and wind towards a ray
of light, yearning with every fiber of his being for rest, warmth and shelter.
Being a son of rabbis, of noble and exalted pedigree, Master Gedaliah was a decent and comely man, though
he was low of stature. Ever since he had married Reina of the house of Najara, he had worn a fine black turban, as
was the custom of men of good family in those days. He was very handsome: his face clear and bright; his beard
reddish-yellow, like gold; his eyes blue and beautiful.
And yet Mistress Reina used to tell her family from time to time that although he was handsome and she was
never exactly a beauty, she had not loved him at first. In fact, she had felt no love for him for a whole year. The
reason was, she explained, that she had wanted a learned husband, a man well-versed in the Torah. She had been
most unhappy when they had presented him to her. Her father, the Rabbi, was dead, and she had felt that they had
offered her an unlearned bridegroom only because she was an orphan. It could never have happened had her
father been alive. Afterwards, however, little by little she had undergone a change of heart and come to love him,
consoling herself with the thought that if she prayed to God perhaps she would bring forth wise sons.
So Mistress Reina had learned to love her husband and to honor and respect him as the law required; moreover,
she came to realize that he had more virtues than failings.
Master Gedaliah had always shown particular prowess in his struggle against the evil impulse. All his life was
no more than a single war, a series of battles—some great, some small, some hard and some easy—in all of
which he had wrestled with himself, to conquer the evil impulse, and he had prevailed.
For whoever saw Master Gedaliah in the days of his youth, before the judgment fell upon him (as a result of
the tragedy of his wife which we shall shortly relate), and whoever knew the strength and joy that was in him, as
well as the humility and lowliness of spirit—would undoubtedly agree that his life was a turbulent spirit; his life
was marked by light and darkness; desires and aversions wrestled within him, and his soul was a battlefield
between the good instinct and the bad. At times he would dedicate himself to good deeds, learning and piety, and
at others he would give full rein to his appetite for merriment, song and friendship. At such times, he would quote
the words of the Torah:
Half for yourselves and half for the Lord!

Everyone could clearly see how open was his soul, how frankly he gave himself to love and joy. Master
Gedaliah’s love was a great love—for earth and heaven, for man and the Almighty, for the sights of creation and
for all God’s creatures—for man and woman too, to put it quite plainly. But his love was pure, without any taint
of sin, or guile. Of course he had been repeatedly tempted by his hot blood, but such was Master Gedaliah’s valor
that he would bear himself doughtily on such occasions—he would always manage to save his soul and after
some slight or sinful thought, immediately recant his error, pouring out his heart in fasting and prayer and finding
no repose until he had given to charity and thereafter purified himself in the ritual bath.
In general Gedaliah’s qualities appeared in accordance with the order of the days of the week. On a Sunday, for
instance, he would spend half the day in a listless mood, sad and silent, or simply weary and crushed—and not
only in body (for everyone knows that all Jews are tired, more or less, on Sunday because of the numerous
Sabbath foods), but also in spirit. His soul would be troubled and he would feel a load of regret because of what
had taken place on the Sabbath, though he did not clearly understand the reason for his depression.
But the same Master Gedaliah seemed to be a completely different kind of person when the Sabbath came
round. As he left the synagogue after the morning prayer, his face would appear to be bathed in light as if the
radiance of the Sabbath morning had penetrated his very heart. He would go from house to house with a band of
rhymesters, singers and cantors (for he held the hereditary post of synagogue warden) to fulfill certain obligations;
the reading of Idra Zuta with a small group in the house of a mourner—rewarded by a gift of eggs—on some
Sabbaths there were many mourners, and hence many eggs, and sometimes there were few). Afterwards they
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would come to the house of someone who on this Sabbath was celebrating a betrothal or a wedding or a
circumcision. There the rhymesters would recite a chorus for a few moments, and receive in payment a tidbit of
some delicacy on the tip of the fork and a touch of perfume poured on the hands.
Once these “studies” and “visits” were ended, Master Gedaliah would turn homewards, accompanied by his
son, little Shimon, and on his way he would go to the nearby courtyards and invite his neighbors to taste the ovenmeats that he had on his table for the morning meal. For his kitchen was famous among all the neighbors and
friends of the house of Abouav. Those who tasted of his Sabbath platter testified that there was nothing like it
even in the homes of the rich and highborn. For Gedaliah would invent new savory hot dishes that no-one else had
thought of, for example, spleens stuffed with rice, with tender pine-nuts and much spice; or thin noodles
concealing a fat chicken or a goodly duck, like a silkworm wrapped in the threads of its cocoon; or lamb’s breast,
filled with stuffing flavored with all lands of fragrant spices and soaked in oil—and other such novelties.
Gedaliah would think up the idea, while his wife, Reina, an expert cook, would put it into practical effect. Thus
neighbors were drawn to their home every week to partake of the Sabbath delicacies, richly seasoned with oil and
spices.
When Master Gedaliah reached the door of his house, he would immediately lift up his voice, in joy and
gladness, in the hymn: Holy is the land of Israel and continue with all the prescribed passages from the Zohar
until the recital of the kiddush itself over the winecup.
During the meal itself, while the great dishes of oven-meats steamed, filling room and courtyard with their
odor, and the members of the family were still eating and drinking the neighbors would already be coming in to
have a taste. Immediately the sound of joy and laughter would fill the house. Some would praise the flavor of the
delicacies, and some would marvel at their novelty.
Then Master Gedaliah could be seen entering more and more into his own Sabbath atmosphere. And here it is
worth remembering that by this time Master Gedaliah had already managed to imbibe, according to law and
custom, a goodly measure of liquid refreshment: first, the greater part of the kiddush cup; second, a little glass of
brandy after the fish; third, a glass of brandy and water on eating the eggs from the oven and from the prior
celebrations (for the better roasted and lighter the eggs, the tastier they were, and the more conducive to drinking);
fourth, when eating meat dipped in fat, a glass of wine with the whole company was a matter of course.
At this stage Master Gedaliah would reach a kind of zenith and shower goodwill upon the company, with
jesting and merriment, rhyme and song, and meanwhile he would favor the neighbors—men and women—with
another tidbit, another slice, of the delicacies on the table. Sometimes he would thrust three fingers into the
corners of the dish like an artist knowing the secrets of his handiwork, bringing up some of the hidden treasures
out of the depths, and bestow this wonderful morsel upon one of his favorite women neighbors, giving it to her
affectionately straight from fingers to mouth. And when he was brimming over with delight from the meal and the
praises of the neighbors, the end of the meal would bring with it the glass of the final benediction, which is also,
by law, drunk mainly by the master of the feast.
After rising from the table, all the company would go out to the verandah or up to the roof and converse in the
open air. Then Gedaliah would really be in his element. He would make the round of his guests, offering them
from a paper bag in his hand, large, red, shiny apples, fresh, juicy pears, and all kinds of fruit, of the finest quality
and highest price, not to be found at all in the Jewish quarter (for he would seek them in the distant Gentile
districts, where Jews did not generally go)—all in honor of the Sabbath and in order to enjoy the praises of his
guests.
And this is how he would wait on them: dressed in a light robe (without belt or girdle), its skirts flying in the
wind, he would go to and fro presenting the fine fruit with affectionate, knightly gestures, like a generous host
granting tokens of favor, especially to the handsome girls or young women among his neighbors. He would
follow one, giving her a beautiful colored peach, big as an orange, and a moment later he would be seen walking
by another, presenting her with some even more unusual fruit. And as Gedaliah rejoiced the hearts of his friends,
he would consequently fill his own heart with joy. Thus he would continue, multiplying joy and gladness until it
seemed as if the colors of the clothes of the pretty girl and women were mingling with the colors of the fruit, the
apples, pears, sweet lemons and Yussuf Effendis, into one great galaxy of color; and the glowing faces and shining
eyes of the beauties would be interwoven and intermingled with the rays of the Sabbath sun, filing the chambers
of Master Gedaliah’s heart and soul.
And, thereupon, the alluring movements of the women’s thighs, and breasts, would work powerfully on Gedaliah’s mind, and in his excitement, he would, for instance, accost one of the maidens (naturally, the most beautiful
of them all), and bob up and down beside her, scraping with his foot, waving his arms, like a cock dropping
beside a hen, and then he would caper after the girl emitting little chirps of delight.
Or he would stand face to face with an attractive woman, bringing up from his throat a neighing sound just like
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a horse, exulting and scraping with his foot, and then drawing alarmingly close until there was scarcely a step
between them—but as if by a miracle he would always manage to break away at the last minute and go back to
some other matter.
At times like these, his wife, the wise and pious Reina, would observe his tricks from the side, calmly and
tolerantly, or else she would pay no attention to them at all, for as the days went on she came to understand that
such behavior was natural to him, a matter of temperament, and no cause for drastic steps or alarm. For him they
were the fulfillment of the precept to rejoice on the Sabbath; in short the ways of a good and simple Jew not
versed in the Torah. …
Such was the way of Master Gedalia in the morning hours of the Sabbath until he lay down for a long sleep, to
fulfil the injunction:
Sleep on the Sabbath is a pleasure.

Now, if we tried to write down all the ways and customs of Master Gedaliah on the afternoon of the Sabbath
until the end of the day, and all the more so if we wished to tell of his ways throughout the week, we would not
have space enough to contain it all.
But it is worth while watching Gedaliah at a gathering or rhymesters and songsters on the Sabbath day.
Whenever there happened to be a wedding Sabbath or a circumcision among his friends and acquaintances,
Master Gedaliah would prepare himself from the eve of the holy day like a traveler equipping himself setting out
on his journey, or like a commander planning his tactics and preparing everything necessary in good time.
First he would send to the house of the celebrant the budjam (a gift for the Sabbath midday meal: a large jar of
wine together with sweetmeats and choice fruits), as is right and fitting. His fruit was famous, and the wine of the
finest, so that the sages among the company would always find it incumbent to pronounce over it the special
blessing:
“Who art good and doest good.”
And when the company had drunk their fill of the wine provided by the generosity of the givers of the budjam,
Gedaliah would sit down among the singers and become their patron and benefactor, bestowing upon them good
things from his pockets, treasures of most excellent dainties and sweetmeats, with which he would encourage the
singers, like one who pours oil upon a bonfire. …
He would be aroused to a particular state of ecstasy and enthusiasm if there was present a young man or boy
gifted with a fine voice. To him he would pay particular attention, and every time the singer would bring forth a
musical trill he would leave his place, jump and dance for joy, join in himself with tremendous enthusiasm and
even go so far as to embrace and kiss the youthful singer before the eyes of the company; for the music would
light a conflagration in Master Gedaliah’s heart like a fire licking and devouring dry straw.
2
Mistress Reina Abouav’s neighbors and acquaintances, with the exception of a few respected and familiars,
were mostly simple women—but all of them knew that her merits were due to her rabbinical heritage. Near
neighbors and even distant ones would often submit questions to her connected with the dietary laws or other
religious prohibitions—and she always gave a decision, but generally concluded by saying that so far as her
memory went, that was the law according to the opinion of her sainted father, but heaven forbid that a woman
should take upon herself the responsibility for a legal ruling—they should consult a sage.
And whenever the women heard her words of wisdom on one subject or another, they would praise her piety
(naturally in her absence) saying:
“That’s what it is to come of good stock. And is it every woman who has her privileges! She is a daughter of
the great luminary, Rabbi Shlomo Najara of Hebron, who was also rabbi of Alexandria, in Egypt, and won a great
name there, like one of the ancient sages.”
And when a woman stricken by fate came to Reina to relate her griefs, she would feel that it was a sister to
whom she was pouring out her soul, for Mistress Reina would join her own tears, in sincere compassion, with
those of her visitor. Not only that, but she would, as it were, sprinkle healing drops upon the wounded heart and
sweet words of consolation, drawn from Holy Writ and from traditional lore and wisdom. And her words were
like a gracious caress on the shoulder of her auditress, so that the women would say, as they gossiped with each
other:
“Sometimes a woman comes to Mistress Reina like a broken vessel beyond repair, and leaves her healed and
refreshed.”
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You might therefore conclude that if Mistress Reina’s heart was so generous, and her ways with her fellow
creatures so gracious, it could only be because her own lot was pleasant and her path in life smooth.
But this was not so. Gedaliah, her husband, though not needy, had no stable livelihood; he lacked the security
which comes from trade or property, and yet he lived all his life after the style of a man of means, and his house
was wide open—especially to sages and scholars.
How could this be? There were three aspects of Gedaliah’s husbandry: the first was, if you like, a matter of
spiritual affirmation: he was always filled with trust in the Almighty:
“Cast thy burden upon the Lord,” he would say, “and the Lord will be merciful.”
Such faith, he declared, was a cure for half the troubles of life. Thus he depended most of his days upon the
mercies of his Creator without knowing today what tomorrow would bring.
The second quality was more material, for Gedaliah in a sense subsisted from the “grace and favor” that he
found in people’s eyes; for he would borrow from one and pay a second, borrow from a third and pay a fourth,
and so on. Hence he would say, by way of parable, that he existed in this world by changing tar bushes, taking off
a tar-bush from one man’s head and putting it on another’s—and so on and so forth.\fn{ The tarbush was a Turkish
headgear, a truncated cone or a short cylinder, flat on top, made of felt, and usually topped with a tassel }
And the third quality, which was the most substantial of the three, was the custodianship of the graves of the
righteous. For he had in his charge the keys to several tombs, and was also in charge of the synagogue and the
ritual baths. All these keys opened before him a small entry to the gates of material fortune.
But as soon as he had a few pennies in his possession, he would immediately be filled with confidence and
spend them in carefree fashion, quoting and fulfilling the words of the Scriptures:
“Blessed be the Lord day by day.”
And then there would issue from his house, on Sabbaths and at the going out of the holy day, the sound of song
and music, joy and merriment. And when the channels of plenty were closed—which happened many days in the
year—and his pocket was like an empty well, he would go about sad and despondent by the roadside, or stay
shrunken and shriveled at home, like a dry, empty wineskin whose liquor is exhausted. Then his world would be
dark and he would castigate himself at length for his wastefulness and irresponsibility—until Heaven had mercy
on him and he would once and again drag home on Thursdays and Fridays full baskets “in honor of the Sabbath.”
And his wife, instead of coming forward to remind him of his days of distress, would welcome him with a
pleasant smile and say to herself:
“May God reward him for his generosity.”
She behaved in this fashion because she realized that you cannot change a man’s nature. His generosity was as
natural to him as the beating of his heart. And besides, she knew that the way he fluctuated between depression
and happiness was due to the absence of that one element—the Torah—which alone regulates the instincts and
impulses of a man’s heart.
But who would have expected it—for who can understand the secrets of God?—that such a thing would
happen to this saintly woman!! Alas, Mistress Reina lost the sight of her eyes at the age of forty-five, after a few
months’ sickness, and she and her house were visited by grievous days, days of gloom and tribulation, and her last
years were filled with bitterness and jealousy.
How could such a thing have been? How deep are the ways of God!
3
That day when Mistress Reina came home from hospital at sunset after the loss of her sight—led slowly by her
two older daughters, with a white cloth covering her eyes—let not that bitter day be counted in the number of
days.
As she set foot in the entrance to the large courtyard where she lived in the Old City, the evil tidings
immediately spread throughout the neighborhood, and all the houses in the courtyard were at once emptied of
their inhabitants: women stopped their work, boys and girls left their play, old and young hastened together—and
all stood like mourners, each on the threshold of his house, grieving at the calamity, shaking their heads sadly as
the blind woman felt about uncertainly for the ground under her feet, their eyes dropping a secret tear. At that hour
of grief the people of the neighborhood felt as though they were witnessing an injustice that had been committed
—if such a thing were possible—in Heaven in the light of day; they were struck dumb and their tongues cleaved
to the roofs of their mouths. The grief and pain when the dead are brought to burial are nothing to the bringing of
a blind man home. For unlike a living man led into darkness, the dead feel nothing and know nothing. The
people’s hearts were cleft in twain and they had to summon up all their strength to control themselves lest they
should sin with their lips.
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But when the house was reached and the mistress of the house was set down in a corner on a low cushion, the
whole room, despite the many women standing and sitting, seemed to be completely empty, because all were
choking back their sorrow and shame. Then a certain woman came in, called Sol de Nahmias, a former neighbor.
As she approached the corner where Mistress Reina sat, she bent down and knelt at her feet, kissing her hands
tenderly, at the same time wailing very quietly, and then she gave voice to her grief and astonishment, addressing
the company in the following words:
“Is it true, good people, tell me, in this all not a dream, an evil dream? Has the light indeed departed from those
eyes that used to illuminate all hearts with their goodness and compassion? Shall we see her no more going to and
fro at home and in the street, shall we never again hear the sweetness of her voice? Which of us can enjoy the
light of the world when she is thus pent up in a corner? Is the sight not enough to drive a person out for her
senses? Who needed this sacrifice, O, you good people, tell me!”
Then bursting into tears, she ceased, and all the company wept with her, dumb and silent; no one could find a
word to answer.
Mistress Reina sat still and submissive, her back bent and her head bowed, holding Sol’s hands as she spoke
and pressing them with love in silence.
And when her voice was stilled, Mistress Reina spoke—and her voice was quiet and kind and gracious as it
had always been:
“Sister Sol, you have spoken freely as your heart moved you, and I did not interrupt you until you had ended,
but, sister, let us not sin with our lips when the Lord chastens us. True, He, Blessed be His Name, will not inflict
his punishment when we speak presumptuously for it is from pain and anguish that we speak. And our sages said:
‘A man is not judged by what he says in his hour of grief.’ But Heaven forbid that we should question His actions,
for what are we and what are our thoughts, our knowledge, our comprehension, that we should understand the
ways and the deeds of God, His verdict and His righteousness? When our eyes are open, we walk like the blind;
perhaps we shall be clear-sighted when our eyes are closed. Is this not possible, sisters? With our eyes we see
everything, but do we understand in our hearts what we are seeing? How often we see clearly and do not
understand, we look and do not know. How, then, shall we—Heaven forbid a thousand times—speak rebelliously
when the Almighty’s rod falls upon our head? Is it not more fitting that we should give thanks to God who has
chosen to visit His judgment upon us while we are still here, in this world?”
Thus Mistress Reina controlled her anguish and spoke consolingly to the hearts of those who saw her. And she
continued at length to praise the deeds of God, and her voice grew more quiet, but she went on, as if speaking to
herself:
“And King David, of blessed memory, said: ‘Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is high, I cannot
attain it’ (and she explained very thoroughly to her hearers, in Ladino, the meaning of the verse). I too must say: It
is too wonderful for me, I cannot attain unto it. Why has this punishment been visited on me of all women? Why
this stern and grievous penalty, which means … so much … degradation … shame … like an outcast dog … cast
out from the world with shame and contempt …? Whom have I shamed? Whose honor have I defamed?”
Meanwhile, Gedaliah, the master of the house, sat in the room full of people, and also after everyone had gone,
in another corner at the opposite end of the room, like one put to shame, silent and still. His head was bowed
between his knees and his eyes stared fixedly on the floor. In his deep dejection, he hardly heard what was being
spoken, and the people of the house were anxious and disturbed, lest—Heaven forbid—his silence should end in a
swoon.
But though dejected and crushed by the hand of God, which had so stunned him, nevertheless he did not come
to the point of swooning, for he was like her of whom it was said:
“I sleep but my heart wakes.”
At the sight of the ruin of his house his heart was troubled even more than during his wife’s sickness. And he
toiled and wearied to compel himself to discover the reason for this punishment that had befallen his house. And
since he was like one who beats upon the gates of heaven, he did not faint away, for he was busily enquiring: Why
and wherefore has this castigation been inflicted? What does this finger of God signify? And, most inexplicable of
all:
Why had the fury of God fallen upon her? Why upon her?
It would have been right and proper if God had poured out His wrath and indignation upon him; his eyes
deserved darkness and blindness. It was his eyes that had wandered among the sights of this world. Beyond a
doubt he had transgressed the commandment: “That ye go not astray after your heart and your eyes”—many times
he had transgressed. His heart knew the bitterness of his soul.
And how was it that she, the righteous and saintly, had been condemned to degradation, while he had gone
free?
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Overcome by a sense of sin and guilt towards his partner, Gedaliah saw himself as a man sitting in filthy
clothes next to another dressed in pure white. Like one suddenly overwhelmed by debts, who tries first of all to
set his accounts in good order so Master Gedaliah was obsessed more and more with an urgent compulsion to lay
bare all his accounts, the secrets of his heart, to make a full and complete confession—at least to himself—of all
the sins he had committed with the glance of the eye and the enjoyment of forbidden sights.
Thus there rose up in his heart thoughts of repentance for all kinds of faults and transgressions in the past. And
the more he examined his actions in days gone by, the more he called to mind many and various memories of his
misdeeds.
Uppermost in his thought was one incident three or four years ago. On a Friday morning, having finished
taking home all the things required for the Sabbath, he went in good spirits to the ritual baths and bathed in honor
of the Sabbath. When he had finished and dressed himself, he saw from the dark entry, standing in the doorway,
illuminated in the bright sunlight, the butcher’s son, Nachman Russo, a lad who sang wonderfully well. The boy
seemed to be waiting for someone, his face was ruddy and shining, and his merry, glowing eyes were for some
reason—looking upwards like a dove, innocent and comely, waiting to fly up into the skies. Thus he saw him
from the dark entry, but was himself not seen. And when he left the entrance and approached the doorway and
came up to the lad, the other turned his shining face towards him, as if delighted to meet him. And he, as if pushed
by the force of a hidden hand (the hand of the Evil One, no doubt) took hold of the boy's head and kissed him
several times quickly and hastily, saying to him: “God be gracious to you, my son, God be gracious … be
gracious to you. …”
And the lad stood looking at him with wide open eyes. …
Now surely this was a transgression of the command: “And ye shall not go astray. …”
And now another occasion came to the surface—awhen he fell because of his neighbor, Mistress Zinbol. … It
was the New Moon of the month of Ellul, in the afternoon. He had been standing all day by the boiling vat
preparing the liquor (it was two years ago that it happened). A sharp, pleasant odor, refreshing to body and soul,
issued from the door of the cellar and spread all over the yard. The liquor was almost ready and he had been
tasting and tasting its quality several times—merry and joyful that he had succeeded in making a brandy that
literally made the heart sing.
At that moment, in the twilight, his glance fell on a window in the second story, in the neighboring yard, beside
the stairs of the synagogue. There up above stood the widow Zinbol, polishing the window pane, and she did not
notice him, occupied as she was with her work. As he raised his head he saw the gleam of her bare thighs—and in
his lust he sought to look still more, bent over towards the stairs, and in his heedlessness his foot slipped and he
fell from the top of the stairs to the bottom. This was a fall of the body after the fall of the soul—and although on
the Monday fast of that week, as he lay bruised in bed, he tried to confess and atone for this unseemly act,
nevertheless the power of his lust seemed to him until this moment greater than the power of repentance. …
And again another incident … and still another. … Painful memories awakened, stood there before him as they
happened, and passed by in succession before Gedaliah’s eyes as he sat still and silent, ashamed and confounded,
staring fixedly on the ground.
4
Since the disaster fell upon his house, Master Gedaliah forswore all contact with the affairs of this world. He
would close his eyes, so that he should not see, and his ears, that he should not hear, abstaining from all converse
with friends and acquaintances. In distress he bore his fate—and suffered too, from lack of livelihood—lowering
his soul to the dust.
So Master Gedaliah passed the time, like a recluse, stricken by the hand of God. All alone he went on his way,
morose and gloomy to gloomy and silent—moved with compassion for himself. His heart ached with grief in his
loneliness, especially when the sound of song and gladness from others’ homes rose to his ears. In secret, none
seeing, his eyes would brim with tears: Why had he been so doomed? How could he bear it all? Why and
wherefore? Surely, He, the Blessed One, his Rock and Creator, had made him thus, as he was, with a heart
yearning for life, thirsting for song and gladness, for love and affection—a creature of His hands. Previously
Gedaliah had believed that God had cast his eyes upon him in love and favor. Hence he had always served the
Lord in joy, pursuing good deeds and observing the Law, honoring and glorifying God both with his strength and
worldly goods. With a whole heart and a willing soul he had always given their due to both Heaven and earth
—“Half for yourself and half for the Lord”—but now his world had darkened. His wife had been cut off from the
living, for a blind person is regarded as dead. And he, the husband of the afflicted one, was also as one defunct.
Heavily, the days flowed on; were it not for the few hours of satisfaction still remaining, when he could feast
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his soul on the blessing of song, who can tell whether Gedaliah would have endured. Apart from the soulrefreshing hour when the Torah was read with a trilling cadence every Sabbath by the well skilled cantor, he still
had one great moment, the hour before the dawn, when the muezzin—not to be compared, of course, with the
cantor—would ascend to the minaret close to Master Gedaliah’s synagogue, and sing eloquent praise of the
Creator. Almost every night, summer and winter, Gedaliah would rise early, wash his hands, read the midnight
service and hasten to the roof on the synagogue in the last watch of the night to listen attentively to the wonderful
song. At that hour, in the mystic dusk before the dawn, above the quiet roofs, amid the fresh, cool breezes,
Gedaliah would feel as if he had been transported to another world. where he could hear something of the music
of the morning stars singing together. He would melt as he listened alone, his heart dilating and throbbing with
yearning—and his soul revived and reawakened.
When people noticed him sometimes rising alone before the dawn to stand on the roof of the synagogue they
said: “God preserve his understanding! What is a man's spirit and what is it worth!”
5
There was a woman called Mistress Galana, who was a frequent visitor to Mistress Reina’s house. She was
born in the Isle of Rhodes, and settled in the Holy Land after the husband of her youth had died early without
leaving her a token of remembrance, for she had borne him neither son nor daughter. And she, in her great love
for her husband, denied herself to any other man after him, and went up to the Holy Land to remain there a widow
till the end of her days.
The woman was a good Jewess, God-fearing and pious. At the same time, we must know that she was just an
ordinary woman, a simple daughter of Israel, without overmuch womanly understanding—one of the people.
However, she had some outward merits: a high bosom and full hips, a clear complexion and fine eyes.
The woman earned her livelihood by handwork. She sewed linen, knitted stockings, and did light work in
decent houses. For a long time, previously, as a neighbor to Mistress Reina, she had served her, and the woman
ate at the table with the members of the household, feasting her soul, like many others, from the fountain of
Reina’s understanding and wisdom. And even after she left to live elsewhere she came on frequent visits to the
house of Abouav.
When the disaster befell the house of Abouav she came in haste to help, of her own free will, without being
asked, and to assist the mistress of the house in any way she could. She would come in the morning, and in the
evening return to her little room in one of the yards in the Jewish quarter.
And although Gedaliah was too needy to bear the burden of feeding another soul, nevertheless the members of
the household welcomed the woman who did her share of all their work in the house. For the daughters were not
accustomed to bear their share of the burden, and they could not look after the boy Shimon, who needed a
mother’s care and compassion, or meet the needs and wishes of the father.
For a long time things passed one way or another in the house: good days and not so good, and no one in the
household found anything wrong in the woman’s actions or paid heed to her arrival or departure, for they regarded
her as a good and simple woman and all she did was good and right.
But in the course of time the mistress of the house, crouched in her corner, began to “see” what no one else
could see, and to hear what others could not hear.
For when she heard Mistress Galana every day conducting the work of the house, giving instructions to great
and small, who did her bidding, she realized that it was she who ran the house, that she gave the orders and took
the decisions. Then the Mistress of the house was sick at heart and overcome with pity for herself, for she said in
her heart:
“I am forgotten as a dead man out of mind.”
No one paid heed to her; it was as if she did not exist in her corner; she seemed in her own eyes like a pauper,
who was being kept only out of charity. And sometimes it appeared to her that she was estranged from her
children and was no longer a mother to them, while it was this woman who satisfied their needs and filled the
mother’s place. So she suffered in silence and swallowed her tears in secret day after day, and the members of the
household saw nothing and knew nothing, for men cannot see the heart.
6
So many days went by, one after the other, and there was no healing for the wretched woman’s soul.
And it happened one day that the boy Shimon came back towards evening from the house of study, while it
was yet day, which was not his custom—and no one was in the house. And he told Mistress Galana, who was
31

working in the kitchen—quietly, so that his unfortunate mother should not be troubled by hearing of it—that he
did not feel well; he had felt a pain in the head as he sat in the house of study and had been overcome by great
weakness. The woman was distressed at his words and rebuked him gently saying:
“It seems to me, my son, that this has happened because you were not careful enough with your food—you
took a piece of fresh warm bread with you and ate marrows as well, and afterwards, no doubt, you drank cold
water—though I have always warned you not to do that. Do you think I grudge you the fresh bread or the fruit?
Who else should have all the good things in the house, if not you, light of my eyes? The Scriptures, too, have
commanded us to look after our health.” And the woman, putting her hand on the boy's forehead felt that it was
hot, and said:
“May every plague and sickness fall upon the head of him that wishes evil to you; may all your sufferings fall
upon me; no harm shall befall you, with the aid of His Blessed Name. Let me prepare you some good, sweet
coffee to drink—and you will feel better.” So she took him into the small room and made a bed for him on the
sofa, and as she put him to rest she whispered into his ears words of love and affection.
Now the mistress of the house heard the sound of conversation from where she sat, and sensed that the boy had
come home early that day. So she rose from her place and listened attentively. And when she heard the woman’s
loving words, broken and incomplete (for she did not hear about the boy’s sickness), she shuddered all over. Her
heart melted within her for chagrin, for there was this woman talking to the child as if she had been the mother
who bore him, while she—the true mother—was neither seen nor wanted. Her eyes filled with tears, and she said
mournfully to herself:
“He too, my darling son, spurns and rejects me. How this women embitters my life in my own house; not only
does she rule over the house, doing as she wishes in all the affairs of the household, not only does she utter her
flattering talk to him—my husband—but now she aims at binding my son to her in secret, my own heart. Has ever
a woman known sufferings like these?” And when Mistress Galana went out of the little room, she saw the
mistress of the house standing silent as a statue, in the middle of the room. And the mother restrained the tempest
in her heart and asked:
“With whom were you speaking, Galana?”
“I was just … we were talking … I was talking to Shimon.”
“Am I not allowed to hear?”
“Heaven forbid … but …”
“I want to talk to him a little too. …” As she started to feel her way to the little room, the woman came forward
and led her by the hand, beckoning to the lad to conceal the fact that he was sick.
“Where are you, my son?” she asked as she entered.
“Here I am on the sofa. I came home a little early from the house of study.”
Mistress Reina went up to him and sat down. She wanted to take his hand but he put out his clothed arm, so
that she should not feel the heat of his skin. And Mistress Galana went out to the kitchen to make the coffee.
“Why did you not come in to see me, my son? Could you not take the trouble to divert my mind a little from
my sorrows, if you happen to have some time free—and I long so much to hear your voice, my son!”
“I really didn’t think of it. … It was foolish of me,” the boy answered gently. “I was just distracted and I came
in here.”
“And what was distracting you, my son? For her, for Galana you were not distracted at all … Look, look, my
son, you forget me altogether and you sit with her. As if you did not have a mother. … Indeed, to my sorrow and
misfortune you have no mother—what can a mother like me do for you, how can I show you that my soul is
bound up with your soul?
“But it is compassion that I need. For I am more wretched than ever any mother was before. … Stricken by the
hand of Almighty God. … Cut off from the living … scorned by men … forgotten by my family … my husband
… my son. … What good is this life to me, O Father in Heaven?”
“No, mother. …” the child replied anxiously “Why do you imagine things?”
“I am not imagining things,” she answered, grief-stricken. “I can see … with my blind eyes I see what you
cannot see and cannot understand. … It is true that I have lost the light of my eyes, but I still have understanding
and feeling. And if my son, a piece of my heart, has no thought for his wretched mother, and gives his talk and his
time to a strange woman—what else is left me?”
“Mother … don’t imagine these things … it was only out of care and love for you that I spoke to her …
because the fact is I am sick and I wanted to hide it from you … I felt ill today … and very weak. … Look, feel
my hand, and you will understand.”
When the mother heard this, she touched his hot hand and a shudder passed over her. Then she fell silent, as if
frozen in her place and she could not utter a word.
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“Why are you silent, mother? This is why it happened … Heaven forbid that I should forget you even for a
moment. …”
Then the mother groaned and kissed her son, and the fountain of her tears was opened, as she stammered:
“Woe is me … for in my sorrow I go from one folly to another. Already I suspect the good folk, and fall into a
passion for no reason. … Forgive me, my son! It did not occur to me that you were sick. … Pay no heed to what I
have said. … May all your suffering fall on me! Would that I may die for you.” And when the woman came with
the coffee, the mother said:
“Forgive me, Mistress Galana. I thought ill of you. I did not know that Shimon was sick, so I thought you were
talking to each other and forgetting me … I beg your pardon.” But the woman in her innocence did not
understand, thinking that the mother was anxious for her sick boy—and she replied:
“There is no danger, Heaven forbid. … And why should you beg pardon? Every one knows that you speak
from the trouble of your heart. May God make an end of your sorrows.”
All that evening the unfortunate woman was silent, and her heart grieved in secret. Over and over again she
brooded on her actions and her thoughts, and sought some stay and repose in the appalling suffering into which
she had fallen.
*
And yet, while the mistress of the house was still vacillating between doubt and reassurance, the devil’s dance
began again one bitter day, the New Moon of the month of Ellul. From then onwards that day, on which all should
rejoice, became for her a day of sadness and melancholy.
It was Gedaliah’s custom, as for a long time past, to have a roast or other meat dish at dinner on the New
Moon, and he would invite an acquaintance or a needy person to the meal so as to have the prescribed number for
Grace—and also because it always gave him satisfaction.
That New Moon, he had to go to a distant place in the morning and did not come home until a late hour. The
mistress of the house said anxiously to the woman that Gedaliah had brought home no meat that day for the
midday meal—never had they failed to have meat on the New Moon. And the woman answered:
“No doubt he will bring home some mutton for roasting at noontime and it will be ready for the meal.”
In the meantime the hours passed. And when Gedaliah arrived at noon, he expressed his regret that he had not
obtained meat for the roast, for he had come late and the butcher had run out of meat, for there was a great
demand on the first day of the month. So he suggested that perhaps a piece of sausage should be brought from
some shop which was above suspicion in its observance of the dietary laws.
Then Galana spoke out in a voice of joy and good tidings:
“There is no need of sausage. Why sausage? We have roast already—good, tender mutton, flavored with spices
and lemon, just as Gedaliah likes—a delight to the eyes and a pleasure to the taste. Wash your hands and sit down
to table. Everything is ready for the meal.”
And she went and brought from the kitchen a large dish heaped with roast, steaming and fragrant—and put it
on the table.
“A real miracle! Who brought the meat?” everybody asked in wonderment.
“Perfectly simple,” the woman replied with a shining face. “Thank God there is someone who looks after the
needs of the house. You may be sure that Galana does not neglect what is necessary.”
And she told them how, as noon approached, she was worried that he might not find meat on the New Moon,
so she had run across the street and bought two pounds of meat—and in a short time roasted it in the outer yard.
And the girls said:
“Indeed you acted wisely and quickly. No one noticed it.” But the mistress of the house said impassively,
controlling her bitterness:
“Did I not remind you that the meat had not come today, Mistress—and you replied that he would surely bring
it at noontime—and I was silent?” And Galana replied:
“That was it! I could not rest until I had brought the meat.”
“May you be blessed with good deeds, Mistress Galana,” said Gedaliah joyfully. “You acted wisely and well.”
And during the meal, Gedaliah declared innocently and heedlessly:
“Today Galana deserves a double portion of meat and wine, for we owe her this meal today.”
And suiting the action to the word, he served her with a second glass and another portion of roast. The
members of the household saw nothing wrong with the woman’s words, for it was always her way to be talkative,
and it was their way to listen to what she said without resentment.
Not so the mistress of the house—she waited with grief and impatience for the end of the meal, and asked to be
taken from the table because she had a severe headache.
But no one in the house understood the pain in her heart, and life went on in its accustomed way.
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Since Mistress Reina’s nervous disorders grew, she was also greatly weakened in body. Sleepless night after
sleepless night sapped her strength. Nightmares besieged her bed, and she would wake of a sudden with dreadful
weeping and wailing.
An ominous prospect seemed to present itself to the mistress of the house. Surely, she said to herself. this
strange woman wished to inherit her place in her own home. Surely she longed impatiently for the day when she,
the suffering one, would be carried to her grave, while the other would celebrate the festival of her love with the
husband of her youth. That, surely was the reason why she clung so persistently to this house, that was the reason
for her stratagems: to steal her husband’s heart with sweet words and smooth deeds.
Ever since this idea came to her, her spirit grew heavy indeed; even to her husband she was no longer the same
as before; she would turn her back, unable to speak to him in sincerity, like one who hides a secret from his fellow
and fears to talk to him.
7
Although from that time forward the members of the house were careful to listen to the voice of the tormented
mother, she cherished a secret anxiety in her heart lest they had all lost their respect for her since they and many
others had found her behaving like a worthless woman. She became deeply depressed, putting a bridle on her
tongue and speaking only when she was compelled to speak. She crouched in a corner of her bed, shrinking and
huddled up. Oh, if they could be rid of her presence in this house!
Weary and exhausted, the woman constantly felt that she was despised by the other members of the household,
and tears were her only refuge in despair. Day after day she wept bitterly, wept like a captive, doomed to eternal
pain.
And her husband, who saw the rack of torment on which the wife of his bosom was stretched, and understood
the suspicion in her heart—he, too, was cast down to the dust, and great was the confusion in his soul. It passed
his comprehension why the heavens should rain down so many bitter trials, like coals of fire, on his house. What
was the meaning of the judgment meted out to him and this saintly woman? His heart groaned in agony, and he
wished that he could die.
Day after day Gedaliah would walk alone among the fields and olive groves around the tombs of the righteous,
among the graves of Kalba Savua and Simon the Righteous and the tomb of our Mother Rachel. So melancholy
was his heart that he abandoned the little pleasure he still had—the song of the dawn that he loved to hear from
the minaret above the rooftops.
Every night he sat during the midnight service in a corner of the synagogue, enclosed in a world of grief. By
day he would walk for many hours, calculating, by the poor reach of his knowledge and the bitterness of his heart,
the hour when his end would come, the secrets of the first and the latter things, the moon of the month of
Tammuz, for he was afraid the three days fast might prove especially hard and consequently he would not be able
to return immediately thereafter.
On the Sunday he ate his meal at twilight, took the great key of the tomb of Simon the Righteous from its case,
the satchel with his praying shawl and phylacteries, and food for one meal (to conclude his fast), as well as coffee,
sugar and cooking utensils,—kissed the mezuzah, said farewell to the members of his household, and set off.
He chose the tomb of Simon the Righteous for many reasons: first, the isolation of the place in the north of the
city—no one was likely to pass or come there—unlike the grave of our Mother Rachel, which is on the highway;
second, no doubt the merits of Mother Rachel are many and past telling, but she is a mother, a woman, and she is
known for the quality of mercy. But he wanted nothing but the quality of justice;—a let justice be done! third, it
would not be easy to tell a woman all that he had to confess; and, finally, near the tomb of Simon the Righteous
there was a pool of cold water for his ablutions before he began his Fast.
As he walked up the road to the Nablus Gate his pace was rapid, though his heart throbbed silently within him
and he was afraid of the magnitude of the deed that he had undertaken. But he braced himself, at the very
beginning, and said to himself:
What have I to lose? For three days he would be far away, isolated from all the affairs of this world: its hatred
and jealousies and slanders; and moreover, once he had given up eating and drinking, he would experience a sense
of the sublime (as he had done once in his life when he had held a “Brief Fast” of two days and nights).
Great streams of rosy light covered the fields and hills on both sides of the road, gladdening the heart, and a
light breeze blew from the West.
While he was busy with his thoughts, and deciding on the various things he would do during the three days, he
looked up and saw that he had already arrived at an Arab inn, where the camels and horses from Nablus and the
North were wont to rest. And behind the inn, there was the great courtyard of Simon the Righteous. It seemed to
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Master Gedaliah as if the way had been miraculously shortened, for times without number he had gone alone or
with others to visit the cave. It was a good sign, he felt, a sign that heaven was with him.
When he arrived at the western gate of the tomb, he opened the door wide and also the small window in the
iron door—to change the air. When it grew dark he entered, closed and locked the heavy iron door and the
window, and prepared his couch on the low broad bench. He took out his books and put them on the little table,
undressed and bathed in the pool. Then he sat and read the prescribed readings in the Mishna and the Zohar, as
well as the Tikkun Karet—until a late hour—and fell asleep.
In the morning he opened the little window and sat next to it all day—all morning he continued with the order
of the readings—;in the afternoon he read slowly all the five books of the Psalms, section by section—and slept
all night.
On the second day he found it difficult to read, and so he recited sacred texts by heart, sitting under an olive
tree beside the tomb.
On the third night he slept peacefully as on the first and second.
On the third morning, his body felt like a heavy burden, and his legs were weak and trembling, but the
question of food hardly troubled him at all. On this day he did not go outside but sat on the windowsill and read
the Psalms by heart—throughout the day he did not rise from his place. None of the affairs and needs of life
existed for him; ten hours he sat motionless in his place.
At sunset he closed the window, lit the lamp, went up slowly and bathed, and then he stood leaning on the edge
of the tomb and read his great confession from the sheet he had prepared, weeping bitterly, until he had finished.
Then he took the second sheet and read word by word, in Ladino, as follows:
*
“Master of all universes and the Lord of all creatures, Thy poor and wretched servant, a worm and not a man, a
broken shard, Gedaliah the son of Leah, takes his life in his hand in coming before Thee to knock upon the gates
of Thy abundant mercy, as it is said: ‘As a father has mercy upon his sons, so is the Lord to them that hear Him’—
and to seek justice according to the Torah before Thy Throne of Glory in regard to three questions—shall the
Judge of all the earth not do justice?
“And behold I beg pardon and forgiveness and atonement for my boldness in venturing to come before the
King not according to the law. For what am I and what is my life and what are my virtues and what are my good
deeds that I should come to beg for my life and the life of others?
“I know that I am a worm, an insect. I have neither learning nor piety, neither virtues nor good deeds. But I
have faith in Thy great and merciful Name; for a king of flesh and blood, if he is righteous and upright and just,
will give ear to the cry of one of the people, even if he be the lowest of the low—and how much more should the
King who is the King of Kings, the Holy One, blessed be He!
“True and certain it is—and I openly confess my guilt—that I have sinned and committed iniquity and
transgressed, as it is written:
“‘And they went every one after the imagination of his evil heart.’
“And as I have clearly confessed before Thee, often was I vanquished by the evil impulse. My heart is foolish,
weak and ignorant, deserving punishment. But it is open and revealed before Thee that I have not said, heaven
forbid: I will sin and then repent, sin again and repent once more—but I have always been filled with true regret,
after every lapse, depriving myself of food and drink so as to afflict and subdue the evil impulse, for the
imagination of man’s heart is evil from his youth. But what can I do when I am made of flesh and blood, and the
evil instinct is made of consuming fire? And though I am ignorant and do not know, let me ask Thee my first
question:
“Does the Day of Atonement bring forgiveness or does it not bring forgiveness? For if the sins of Thy people,
the House of Israel, are pardoned, and my sins with them, on the Day of Atonement, surely it is fitting that Thou
shouldest mercifully confirm Thy forgiveness, and absolve Thy people of their grievous punishment as Thou hast
spoken—for how is it conceivable that the sins should be forgiven and yet the penalties remain? And if the Day of
Atonement does not bring pardon, how can this be? Didst Thou not write in Thy Scriptures:
“‘For on this day he shall make an atonement for you …’ and so forth? And surely Thou art truth and Thy
Scriptures are truth. Answer me, my Father, answer me!
“And this is my second question, and let my life be given me at my petition:
“My question is about my wife, Mistress Reina, and to her my soul goes out. It is true that Thou triest the reins
and the heart. And it is said:
“‘The secret things belong to the Lord our God and those that are revealed belong to us and our children.’
“But it is open and revealed to Thee that she is undoubtedly more righteous than I. She is pious and innocent,
good and pure; night and day she has never forgotten Thy law and commandments, while I am sinful, ignorant
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and foolish, quick to sin and quick to repent, wailing and weeping today and laughing and jesting tomorrow.
“Make me to understand Thy ways: How is it that I am found innocent and she, guilty? I know for a certainty
how great is the good that Thou hast reserved for them that fear Thee, and undoubtedly her share is assured in the
world to come among the other righteous; happy the eye that shall see it.
“But answer me, Father, the third question:
“Are even the righteous, who fear Thy Name, doomed to the penalty and punishment of hell? Will even those
that observe Thy law and love Thee inherit the grave? For Thou hast made her life in this world a hell and her
years on earth like the nethermost pit; Thou hast made her to sit in darkness, her portion is pain and torment, and
Thou hast afflicted her with evil jealousies. Is there one law for the righteous and the wicked, for the sinner and
the pious?
“O Lord, Lord, Merciful and Gracious God, enlighten my eyes in this dream of the night, restore my spirit and
let my soul live, strengthen me and sustain me this time. Preserve my mind from folly and my tongue from
foolishness. For terrible thoughts, evil dreams have gripped me, doubts and forebodings terrify me, trembling
seizes me and horror attacks me. Whither shall I go? To whom can I turn that he should accept me, to whom shall
I speak that he should understand me?
“But to Thee, Father, belong all souls and all flesh, from the fly on the wall to the king sitting on the throne.
Give me in my dreams a token of Thy will, one drop out of the water of Thy understanding. For Thou doest
greatly, bestowest much kindness, healest wonderfully.
“Answer me, Father, answer me, for I am in grievous trouble!”
*
After he had finished his supplication with a broken heart and many tears, he recited three times the psalm: “A
song of degrees: I lift up mine eyes unto the hills.”
When he had completed all these things, he waited until it was dark, washed his hands and broke his fast with
the sweet almond water that he had brought from home. And after a while he partook of a piece of bread soaked in
coffee and spread with preserves.
Then he lay down weary and exhausted on his bed, recited the evening prayer, and immediately fell asleep.
When he opened his eyes in the dusk, dimly lit by the oil lamps, he felt depressed and bewildered for a long
moment, until he remembered where he was. He held his watch near the light of the oil lamp and saw that he had
slept only two hours, the night was only beginning. But—he had dreamt. Yes, was there a hint? He tried to
remember his dream: His elder brother (who had died some ten years before, and had been in charge of the funds
of the soup kitchen and the charitable distribution to the poor on behalf of the community) had said to him:
“Gedaliah, tell that poor man standing at the door to go home, where I have left what he needs; tell him.”
Thus spoke his brother. Other things he remembered only in snatches. Now this was a doubtful hint, not clear.
Not clear enough. Should he go home? What did it mean? He must, therefore, go back to sleep, for after all the
night had only just begun. So he lay down and slept again.
And in the extreme darkness of the cave (for the wick of the lamp had gone out), Gedaliah awoke all of a
sudden, terrified and crying in a clear voice:
“I am … I am … going. …”
As he lit a match and kindled the wick, he remembered his dream with perfect clarity: He had been sitting in
the synagogue after the evening service, for he had tarried. His neighbor, Rabbi Gabriel, a judge in the rabbinical
court (who had also died a year before), had come up to him and said gently:
“Enough, Gedaliah, arise, arise and go home. Your prayer has been accepted. Arise, do not tarry.” And Rabbi
Gabriel had left the synagogue.
He looked at his watch and saw that it was half past four (or half past ten according to European time). So he
had slept another three hours.
Praise God, Creator of the universe. He had been clearly told:
“Your prayer has been accepted.”
But why “Do not tarry”? Why this haste? And indeed, the Rabbi had spoken with great urgency. Besides, the
dream had been significantly repeated; in the first he had been told: let the poor man go home. Truly, Heaven be
praised, he had been given an answer—but what, in fact, was the answer? Perhaps a miracle had taken place in his
home? Was it possible? And how could he walk at such an hour along the lonely roads, among the habitations of
the Gentiles? What should he do? Perhaps he should wait and go tomorrow?
But he had been clearly told: “Arise, arise and go home”—in terms of great urgency. And what was there to be
afraid of? After all, it was not so late. And why should he fear?
“For He shall give his angels charge over thee, to keep thee in all thy ways. … A thousand shall fall at thy side,
and ten thousand at thy right hand. …”
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And surely he was going in obedience to a command. True, it was quite beyond his strength to walk that long
road, it was quite impossible. But perhaps he would stop at the nearby inn and hire an ass on which to ride. That
was what he would do.
So he dressed himself, put together his few belongings, took his staff, and opened the door. A hot dry wind
blew in his face. In the cool cave he had not noticed that a heavy hamsin was blowing. Closing the door, he
stepped forth slowly, because he was very weak—and repeated the 91st Psalm all the way.
By the great gate of the inn two mule-drivers sat and talked. At first they were surprised to see him, but when
they realized who he was and he told them that be wanted to hire an ass to take him into the city, they began to
haggle until they agreed to accept a not inconsiderable sum. Thus Gedaliah rode on the ass in the darkness of the
night, though all the long dark streets, with the Arab riding slowly after him; and he found even in this a kind of
omen of salvation and redemption, recalling the Biblical phrase, “poor and riding on an ass.”
And although it was a light journey, riding on the ass, he found it difficult because of his weakness and the
great heat, for the hot, dry wind still made breathing difficult.
All the time Master Gedaliah was thinking and wondering what miracle awaited him at home. Would it be
revealed to him this very night? Or on the morrow, or that week? At any rate he would certainly know within the
week the meaning of the answer and the dream, for it was inconceivable that—Heaven forbid—all his toil and
trouble should be in vain.
When he approached the Jewish quarter he got off the ass, sent the Arab away, and turned towards the street
where he lived. Then he thought: how could he knock at the door at midnight? But he answered himself: he would
put in his hand through the kitchen-gate and so open the door.
As he climbed the stairs of his house his heart beat with great expectation. Opening the door of the kitchen, he
entered quietly. As he came to the door of the large room, a warm mist seemed to be coming from the stove
because of the hamsin wind. Slowly he raised the wick of the lamp hanging on the wall, and saw—lo and behold,
the large room was empty, no one was there.
Master Gedaliah was startled, but immediately his heart was filled with confidence: he had come home after all
in obedience to a command, and his prayer had been accepted. But where was the mistress of the house and his
daughters? He looked behind the curtain, where the boy Shimon and his little daughter slept. Indeed there they
were, sleeping in their bed uncovered, without a blanket because of the heat, and perhaps they had thrown them
off on account of the mosquitoes. It was a most extraordinary thing. Where were his wife and daughters? Perhaps
they were sleeping in the little room, where only his own bed stood and there was very little space. But where,
then, had they disappeared to?
He lit a large wax candle and went into his little room, entering on tiptoe and looking at his bed—how his heart
beat all of a sudden! He recoiled silently, turning his head in terror at the sight, and stood motionless like a stone:
it was she who was sleeping there … Galana … her breast bare … her uncovered thigh shining white. …
“The Lord is the Protector of Israel,” had begged mother and daughters to visit them; the excursion would
distract Mistress Reina from her troubles. So, since he, Master Gedaliah, was not at home, they had gone for a
little journey. They would be back tomorrow afternoon, and she, Galana, had stayed with Shimon and Sara—so
that they should not remain alone.
“Good, go to sleep; no need to tell them anything. I was tired from the journey. Now I feel better.”
Silence in the house. Emptiness and dejection in the soul. Was the whole business of the retreat indeed a waste
of time? Was it possible? Perhaps there was a hint? … What was it? … What could it be? … How could he
interpret the riddle?
Sleepless he lay for many hours that night—and his soul was sad and weary.
*
Those were the days of Tammuz and Av, when Israel laments the destruction of the Temple, and all the time
Gedaliah was steeped in suffering and overwhelmed by perplexity. He had taken one step—and knew no certainty.
What meaning was there here? Was there a meaning? How incomprehensible it all was! He had sought a vision—
and found perplexity. He had asked for great things—and found world vanities. He had lifted up his eyes to the
highest firmament—and had been shown the nakedness of the flesh. …
At first he thought this must be a trial. Surely it was a trial: Heaven had dealt with him as with a true saint. As
many great ones had been tried, so it was with him. And then he had—praise God—come through unscathed.
After all, he had stood the test. Give thanks unto the Lord, for He is good!
But now? What now?
He waited and wondered for a week, and another week—in vain. And the perplexity returned: What meaning,
what sign was there in it all?
Time passed and the days of Ellul, the month before the New Year, arrived. Master Gedaliah was overcome by
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a deep sadness. Gloomy and downcast he went his way. There was no more savor in his life, but bitterness in his
mouth and wormwood on his tongue. Even the penitential days between the New Year and the Day of Atonement
did not fill his heart as in time of old. What was the virtue of ordinary psalms and prayers—after those
heartrending prayers he had pronounced during the fast?
He was like a rich man who for many years had dealt in gold and silver and extensive trade—and then had lost
his wealth, being left with only a few worthless coppers in his possession. If those three days had vanished and
gone like a stone cast into deep waters, how could he now hope?—what had he left to hope for?
The days were heavy and burdensome, and so were the nights. At night there was dejection in his heart and a
hidden fear. Dreams of vain things troubled him. … Broken dreams. … Nothing meaningful or profound, just
trivialities. …
And moreover, sometimes his heart was heavy because he dreamt more than once of the time when he had
been alone with her, with Galana. Silently she sat before him—just sat—and he could not understand it.
Perplexity in his soul, emptiness in his ways.
Rest had abandoned him. Sometimes he walked as if in a waking dream, walked and knew not where. He was
like a man walking in tangled paths, his way blocked before him.
Meanwhile Galana bore the burden of the house and set her mind humbly and modestly to its needs and those
of its master. To him especially she paid attention. She would greet him every morning with a cup of coffee and
take pains to prepare salt herring and the various delicacies that he liked. She worked in silence, and understood
without a word what he wished to say.
What did it mean? Did she know that he had seen her that night? Was it possible? No, no, it could not be. And
indeed, what did he care whether she knew or not—the main thing was the meaning; what was the meaning of it
all?—was there no meaning? Had it all been utterly in vain? Was he so wretched and impotent in the eyes of God?
Had the gates of mercy been closed so that there was no path between a man and his God? How great was his
sorrow, how heavy his burden!
Many times heavier is the burden a man bears in silence—alone, all alone. Would he muster strength to be
dumb, to be silent? How long?
In the meantime the festival days passed—no longer radiant or joyful, simply days without grace or glory.
8
Winter days came to the house, heavy and doleful, and they were darker still because of the grave illness of its
mistress. Privation, penury and gloom were reinforced by a new anxiety: the invalid’s life was in danger. The
doctor would always answer soothingly.
“The Lord can save in the twinkling of an eye.” But the Lord’s salvation did not come during the days of her
sickness—for three months.
Towards the end of the month of Shevat, on a night of stormy winds and pouring rain, the invalid’s groans
grew heavier. Frequent and regular, the groans burst forth as if she were struggling to cast off from her breast pile
upon pile of heavy masses that weighed upon her heart. In these last days of sickness the invalid uttered no word,
no sound of complaint. But at night the sighs broke out from within her like queries, and the groans like complaints.
At midnight her temperature fell, and her sighs and groans were stilled. She uttered a few words. Her voice
was weak, hoarse, broken—but clear, comprehensible. She wished to sit up, leaned back on the pillow and drank
something, inquired about her children and friends one by one.
After a few moments she asked those present, in a weak, propitiatory voice, to leave the room. Only the
members of the household were to remain. She had something to say to them. She called Gedaliah and took hold
of his hand. Quietly she spoke, peacefully and briefly:
“I am going, the time has come. Peace be with you. No tears, it is not worth while. Not worth while weeping.
So be it. Vanity of vanities. No, I am not wandering—I am conscious. The one goes, and the others remain.”
Her voice fell silent, she wished to eat, to drink. She made an effort and spoke again. The listeners paid
attention and understood. He, the husband of her youth—let not—his heart—be heavy—let him forgive her. She
had—darkened—five years—of his life—in his home. It was—her fault. She was—sorry—for them. She rested
again. Her breathing was halted. The minutes dragged on like day’s, sinking in the depth of silence.
She still had—something—to say. If he wished—and the children agreed—let him marry—her—Mistress—
Galana. She gave—her consent—without—reservation. She wanted—at her going—to amend—the wrong—she
had done. Let her leave—behind her—only good.
“Goodbye, I—have—ended. Remain—with—all—my—blessing.”
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And they heard her whispering the last confession of faith: “Hear O Israel. …”
Tearfully the husband whispered:
“Reina, Reina, you are wrong. Forgive me. You are the breath of our lives. Here before you, before the
children, I swear, by all that is holy: I will not take another after you are gone. All the days of my life. Know it.”
She waved her hand as if in denial. Tears filled every eye, Gedaliah aroused himself and whispered in her ear:
“Be strong, beloved, say the confession.”
She heard and understood, but shook her head and whispered silently—only her lips moving and saying:
“No, no. Before the Creator I have not sinned.—No!”
The agony continued. Hours passed; the many people who were present came into the room, and the members
of the household did not know what to say to them.
The death agony still continued—dawn broke and still no change. Some said:
“Let every strange person leave the room. Perhaps there is something behind it … sometimes a person does not
leave this world before the eyes of strangers.”
So they all went out, only the members of the household remaining. And the dying agonies continued until it
was morning. Great and terrible was the perplexity—she had said farewell to her house in full consciousness, as if
ready to set off on her journey; so why was it so difficult for the soul to break away? She had not wished to make
confession—she had expressly said so.
Six hours it had lasted. Then early in the morning a wise woman of experience entered. She heard about the
terrible delay. She enquired clearly and briefly:
“Did she ask pardon of the members of her household?”
“Yes, in full consciousness.”
“Of the husband, the daughters, sisters, relatives?”
“Yes … yes. …”
“Of Galana … no … not of her. …”
“Well,” said the wise old woman, “a righteous woman like her will not leave this world until she has asked
pardon of everyone of whom she has to ask it. She has no doubt forgotten. Let Galana come in to her.”
So quickly they summoned her to the dying woman’s room. She entered dissolved in tears. She approached,
touched her hand and whispered in a dejected voice:
“Dear saint, I have nothing against you, nothing. I should be the one to ask forgiveness: I certainly forgive
you.”
Galana felt a kind of pressure on her hand. After a few moments the dying woman’s mouth twitched and her
soul departed. Gedaliah remaining standing in his place between the dead woman and Galana like a dumb stone.
He tried to mutter
“Blessed be the true judge!” And his lips whispered:
“O Lord, very deep are Thy judgments.”
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138.304 The Return Of The Prophet\fn{by Yigal Mossenson (1917-1994)} Petah Tikva, Central District, Israel (M) 4
Well, there I was sitting in the barred cell in a mood as messy as the clothes I was wearing. The sight of the
iron bars gave me the feeling of the torture chambers of the Spanish Inquisition. From the deeps of memory those
bars dredged up the horrible forceps that dentists use, which in turn reminded me of what I could not help feeling
already. Namely, that I was as hungry as a tiger.
But finally the door opened in wandered a police officer, still three-quarters asleep, with the legs of his pajama
pants sticking out from under his coat.
“What’s your name?” he asked in a tone of annoyance.
“I-whistled,” I answered in helpless indifference.
“What’s your name?” he repeated, as though he hadn’t heard.
“I-whistled.”
“What’s your name? What do people call you?” And he amplified his question with gestures.
“People call me I-whistled,” I yelled into his ear. “When I was a kid I couldn’t whistle, and one day I ran to the
gang hollering: ‘Hey, fellows, I whistled;’ so ever since then everybody calls me I-whistled.”
“Where to you live?” and he took out his notebook.
“In the Negev.”
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“What street?” he went on.
“Listen, comrade.” I made a last desperate effort. “I am a member of a kibbutz in the desert, in the Negev. I had
a week’s leave and it’s over tomorrow. If you try to hold me up here, you’ll have our chairlady\fn{ Charwoman.} to
deal with, and what she might do—I’m not responsible for the consequences.”
“Sit still!” said the officer through his teeth, and to feel safer he opened the door leading to the police room.
Then he went on:
“What’s your business down there in the Negev?”
“I put a break on the wind.”
A burst of laughter nearly knocked me over. All the policemen in the station were not thronging around the
door of the cell, listening in.
“I told you he’s off his nut,” said the redhead.
“Puts a break on the wind! Ha! Ha! Ha!”
“If we hadn’t caught him he’d have tarred up all Jerusalem.”
The officer went on questioning me, and I began to sweat. But all of a sudden he was called away. A gang of
thieves had been caught. They had broken into an apartment, put the owners to sleep with some sleeping powder
or something, and then, by accident, they had fallen asleep themselves.
So there I was, left alone with my lugubrious thoughts. The long-anticipated leave had finally come. More than
six months had passed since I’d had my last one. That time we had marched through the streets of the town, proud
and unkempt, sporting beards and unruly mops of hair, proudly displaying our camel insignia on shoulders and
chest. Mothers pointed us out, telling their little ones,
“They’re from the Negev.” The girls showered compliments on us for our bushy beards, thinking not of the
beards but of what was behind them. And the kids ran after us, yelling,
“Go to the zoo, go to the zoo.”
In those days the Negev was a going firm with a solid reputation in our country. The Negev was the objective
of all our efforts. It was the future, the anvil for the hammer of the nation. (I pinched\fn{ Stole.} this metaphor from
my uncle, who’s a blacksmith.) On all sides the songs were promising:
“We shall build you, build you up, thirsty, thirsty Negev.” On every wall and billboard, letters that looked just
like clenched fists banged and boomed:
YOUNG MAN
YOUNG WOMAN:
THE DESERT IS WAITING FOR YOU
But six months had passed since then.
Only a few of us were left. We were trying to plant trees. We were trying to put a break on the wind. (And why
should that make them laugh?) We were trying to dig wells. The months had passed and now the time for my
leave had come around again, the leave I had been waiting for so long. At last I would see my old friends, who, I
expected, would grab me and not let me go until they had got all the tales of the far-famed Negev out of me—its
prospects, its absorptive capacity, and so on. They would certainly want to know all about how we live. At the
Saturday-evening get-togethers at the Café Pinati there was bound to be somebody who would say reminiscently,
“Have you heard, gang, our I-whistled has turned out an important guy. He belongs to a kibbutz in the Negev.”
And maybe some inquisitive journalist would get hold of me for the real dope about water in the Negev and so
forth.
No sooner had I left the bus after five hours of bone-shaking, than the city received me with a tremendous
poster in twelve colors, reading:
YOUNG MEN; YOUNG WOMEN:
JOIN THE POST OFFICE.
GOOD PAY AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR PROMOTION.
Wondering what it was all about, I strode through the streets, confused by the noise of the cars and the crowds,
feeling as though I were going through some wadi with steep walls and could hear the roar of a flash flood
rushing down behind me.
All of a sudden I bumped into my old friend David, marching along importantly with a portfolio in his hand.
“Hello, David!” I thundered at him.
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“Hello, and how are you?” He answered me easily, as though I had come to ask him for a loan. He inspected
me from head to foot.
“Where do you work?” he asked me.
“In the Negev,” I proudly responded.
“In which department and which ministry?” He made his question more specific.
“What ministry!” I felt insulted. “I belong to a kibbutz in the Negev.”
“Oh, it’s like that, is it? Well, then, so hello and good-by.” And he turned and went his way.
For six full minutes I stood stock still, gazing at the spot on the corner where David had vanished from view.
When the seventh minute began, I sighed, a deep, deep sigh, and took my way to my parents’ home.
Next day I began a series of visits to friends and relatives. My eyes were already accustomed to the change in
the atmosphere, so here and there I saw all kinds of posters composed in a queer style. On one billboard I read a
proclamation:
PIONEER YOUTH:
FOLLOWING THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE STATE,
THE BEST FORCES OF PIONEER YOUTH ARE REQUIRED
FOR THE LEGAL PROFESSION.
PIONEER YOUTH:
JOIN THE SCHOOL OF ECONOMICS AND LAW
Then there was a bit from a statement by one of the political parties:
PIONEER YOUTH ARE CALLED UPON
TO PARTICIPATE
IN THE GREAT OBJECTIVE
OF ESTABLISHING THE STATE,
AND SHOULD PIONEER
IN THE CIVIL SERVICE
Or a proclamation in a slightly different style:
LISTEN, YOUTH!
YOU WHO WON THE DRY LAND,
VOLUNTEER NOW FOR SERVICE AT SEA.
JOIN THE MERCHANT MARINE.
GOOD PROSPECTS OF RISING IN RANK.
I dropped in to pay a visit to a former teacher at high school. I was very fond of him. He always left me with
the impression that he knew what you were up to behind his back. After the second glass of tea, we began
reminiscing about his many pupils who had been my classmates. I asked and he answered.
“Where’s Shmulik?”
“Shmulik’s an air pilot.”
“Where’s Shimon.”
“Gone abroad to study.”
“Where’s Joshua?”
“Working in a ministry.”
And so on all down the line. But finally the teacher sighed.
“Ah, well, I-whistled, you were a gifted pupil. I hoped that something would come of you, and now you’ve
gone and lost yourself in the Negev. It’s a pity, really a pity.”
I went along to pay a visit to Gila, a practical sort of girl who looks well ahead. When she was twelve years
old, she decided that I would be just about the right shape of husband for her when the time came, and for the past
six years she had been trying to persuade me to be a fatalist and resign myself to what had to be. I was fed up with
the peculiar pioneer propaganda on the posters, the billboards, in the offices and cafés, all of which made me feel
as though I were crawling in the very dust. So it wouldn’t have required much to have me turn to Gila and
surrender unconditionally:
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“Gila, remember what you told me when we said good-by six months ago?”
As soon as I came in, she fell on my neck with fancy cake and nuts and chocolate, all wrapped up in smiles.
“What are you doing, I-whistled? Where have you vanished to?”
“Me, I’m not in town.” I decided to be careful.
“What are you doing?” She asked.
“I’m not an airman,” I answered.
“What a pity!” She sighed. “Where do you work?”
“I’m not a government official,” I went on, preparing her for the worst.
“How much are you getting a month?” She was still gunning for me.
“I don’t have a car of my own.” I dodged the issue in turn.
But there’s no dodging Gila. She took me by the shirt button and gave me a look.
“How much to you get?” I began laughing in sheer despair.
“Three pounds is what I get.”
“Three pounds a day! Why, that’s wonderful!” And she began totting up on her fingers.
“Not a day,” I went on, laughing. “Three pounds a week.”
“A week?” she said in astonishment. “How’s it possible?”
“Yes,” I began explaining, “three pounds a week and a week off every six months.” And I went on, in sheer
relief at being able to get it off my chest.
“I’m a member of a kibbutz in the Negev. What do you think of it?” She didn’t trouble to answer me, but called
into the other room:
“Mother, put the white dress back in the closet. I’m not going out this evening. I have a headache.”
And so I reached this cursed night. I wandered around the streets of the town all by myself, after fleeing from
my mother’s heartfelt persuasiveness:
“All right, so you can be in a kibbutz, but why does it have to be in the Negev?”
My leave passed, and it was about time for me to return to my distant hill with its seedlings and rows of trees,
planted as windbreaks. And all my friends and acquaintances here would promptly forget me because they were
so busy with important matters, and the whole town would go on with all its noise and rush, and nobody would
remember the youngsters obstinately setting out each plant and seedling in those distant and desolate wastes.
Yet we were the offshoots of this very town, and we were the ones who ensured its peace and well-being.
I strolled about through the empty streets. It was already after midnight and I thought about my leave, which
had vanished like smoke. I remembered how they had once received us with jubilation; and how the need for
bringing the desert back to life had yelled and screeched from every wall.
And I came to the conclusion that something had changed during those months. There were new songs in the
air, and the old battle cries had been forgotten.
All of a sudden my gloomy thoughts struck against a black object. It was a pot of tar for repairing the roads. I
compared the pot to my own mood and regretfully decided that both of them were equally black.
Then suddenly I had an idea. I remembered how, when I had been a kid in the youth movement, we used to go
out at midnight with cans of paste and cover the whole city with posters and proclamations. And I promptly
became enthusiastic. Something like a sandstorm began raging through my chest. I must, I decided, give vent to
the cry of my desolation. Feverishly I got some pieces of wood and built a fire under the pot. Then I dashed home,
furtively put on working clothes, took my bicycle, and set off. The pitch was bubbling and boiling in the pot. I
took a big brush, dipped it in the tar, and began scrawling huge letters:
YOUNGSTERS, THE DESERT IS STILL EMPTY!
My workmanship pleased me, just as though I were a modern painter that nobody can understand but himself. I
went on enthusiastically.
On the late-glass window of a pharmacy I scrawled:
THE ONLY CURE IS SETTLEMENT OF THE DESERT.
I splashed myself all over with tar; I was head over heels in my labors. From house to house I sped on my bike
with the tar and the brush. And with great satisfaction I felt that I was capable of tarring up all Jerusalem in the
course of a single night.
Finally I reached the Parliament building. I dipped my brush in the pot and wrote:
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MEMBERS OF PARLIAMENT, WHERE ARE YOUR SONS?
“Don’t worry, we’re here!” I heard a voice behind me. And two policemen grabbed me around the middle.
“What are you up to? Where are you from?”
“Hands off!” I told them. “I’m from the Negev.”
“From the Negev?” One of the policemen became alarmed. “Must be an infiltrator.” He stuck a whistle in his
mouth and blew for all he was worth. Some more policemen promptly came dashing up.
“What’s happened? What’s going on?”
“We’ve caught an infiltrator,” said the policeman excitedly.
“Infiltrator my foot,” said the other angrily. “It’s simply a lunatic. He’s messed up the whole street with all
kinds of old slogans about the Negev.”
“Must have read too many out-of-date newspapers and got mixed up,” remarked the third.
“What? Slogans?” A fourth broke in. “Slogans again? How much did they pay you for it? More incitement?
Subversion! Defamation!”
By this time all the policemen were wildly excited and were shouting weird words in utter confusion. I lifted
up my brush and yelled, the way our chairlady yells at meetings:
“Comrades—silence!”
It had a wonderful effect. They shut up at once, murmuring:
“Silence! But real silence. Operation Silence!”
“Friends!” I grabbed my opportunity and began to make a speech. “The expanses of the Negev are desolate
and uninhabited. We must settle the land, we must make the desert blossom like a rose. Comrades! Where are our
pioneering youth?”
“What do you mean, where?” One of the policemen interrupted me. “The pioneering youth are in the police.”
And one of them produced a tired-looking newspaper and turned his flashlight on the lines of print:
THE POLICE FORCE SUMMONS THE FINEST
AMONG OUR PIONEERING YOUTH
TO JOIN ITS RANKS. EXCELLENT PAY.
Here, it seems, my nerves must have given out. When it was all over, I found myself sitting in the prisoners’
cell.
While I was still deep in my thoughts, the officer came in cheerfully. I suppose he was counting on a rise in
rank for catching the thieves who had fallen asleep in somebody else’s apartment.
“Listen, my lad,” said he to me, “we’ll forget the whole business. Lucky for you I can understand your mood.
Once upon a time I was a member of a kibbutz, too, but times change, you understand. Me, I’m looking for
satisfaction, and in the police I get a kick out of it every time we catch a crook.”
“So you’re letting me go?”
“Yes.” And he called back into the policemen’s room:
“Sound a general alarm, fetch in all the policemen, take some cans of benzine and clean off all those messy
slogans. We’ve got to clean up the town by morning.”
The he turned a stern eye on me:
“Imagine, to have to call out the whole police force for the sake of one character like you!” At the top of my
voice I gave him what for:
“You should be ashamed of yourself, you parasite. What are you doing here? Why aren’t you in the Negev?”
“Why, what’s happening? Have they opened a police station there?” he asked with genuine interest.
That did it.
“Well, then,” said the officer, “depart in peace. But remember the times in which you live.”
“Messy times,” said I. “Don’t you dare clean up my slogans. These solid citizens must be reminded of what the
situation is really like.”
“I’m sorry, but it makes the walls dirty.”
“I’ll publish it in the newspapers”—I all but burst out weeping—“and let everybody know what young folk are
being trained for.”
“We’ll deny it, and they won’t believe you,” said the officer.
“They’ll believe me, you’ll see! I’ll yell with all my strength.”
“Of course you will, but nobody will hear you. After all, you’ll be out in the desert, and that’s so far away …”
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34.128 Excerpt from A Mountainous Journey\fn{by Fadwa Tuqan (1917-2003)} Nablus, Northern West Bank,
Palestine (F) 4
… I was not in a position to participate actively in the kind of life necessary to a poet. My only world, in that
dreadful reality, empty of any meaningful emotion, was the world of books. I lived with the ideas planted in
books, isolated from the world of people, my femininity whimpering like a wounded animal in a cage, finding no
means of expression.
While I was in this state of psychological siege and exile, Father often came and asked me to write political
poetry. He wanted me to fill the empty place Ibrahim had left behind. Whenever a national or political occasion
arose, he would come asking me to write something on the subject.
A voice from within would rise up in silent protest:
How and with what right or logic does father ask me to compose political poetry, when I am shut up inside
these walls?
I don’t sit with the men, I don’t listen to their heated discussions, nor do I participate in the turmoil of life on
the outside. I’m still not even acquainted with the face of my own country as I was not allowed to travel. With the
exception of Jerusalem, which I came to know thanks to Ibrahim taking me in when he worked in Radio Palestine,
I was not familiar with any other city beside Nablus.
One of the irrefutable laws of nature is that plants and animals cannot live and thrive without particular
environmental conditions. As for me, the home environment in which I grew up was not conducive to the creation
of a concern for the outside world and its struggle.
Father was demanding that I write on a subject totally removed from my interests and having no connection
with the psychological struggle going on inside me. Feelings of incompetence so inundated me that, when I went
to bed, I would give myself over to weeping.
When we arrive at a point where things exceeding our natural capabilities are demanded of us, the resulting
shock and the difficulties we encounter often cause us psychological harm. Father thought I was capable of
composing on any subject. Despite the fact that I had already planted my feet firmly in poetry, my psychological
current was flowing in a direction that differed entirely from that in which Father wanted me to drift along.
A poet must be familiar with the life of the world around, before dealing with it in poetry. From where was I to
obtain suitable raw material required? Where was I to have the intellectual and psychological environment
conducive to writing such poetry? Would I derive it from the newspaper Father brought every day at noon when
he came home for lunch? Reading the papers, however important, was not enough to light the flame of political
poetry within me.
I was completely isolated from life on the outside. This isolation had been imposed upon me; I didn’t choose it
of my own free will. The outside world was taboo, forbidden to the women of the family, depriving them of any
community activities or political concerns. Mother was a member of a women’s charitable committee, but that
didn’t change the picture in any way. She seldom attended their meetings, nor was she permitted to travel to the
women’s conventions, as other members were. Above all, she was absolutely forbidden to participate in the
women’s demonstrations. Family tradition would never allow that.
*
A women’s committee had been founded in Nablus in 1921, under the leadership of the late Mariam Hashim
(died 1947). This society was, at first, of a charitable nature. Then in 1929 it united with the general Arab
Women’s Federation, founded in Egypt by the late Huda Shacrawi. At this time, the Palestine Women’s Federation
undertook the organization of the Palestinian women’s participation in the political struggle in most of the cities
and sometimes in the villages. The city women’s activities were confined to demonstrations, to sending telegrams
of protest, and convening meetings through the women’s organizations that the bourgeoisie of that era had
created.
Being unveiled, the country women had greater and more effective freedom of movement. They were the ones
who carried arms and food to the rebels holing up in the mountains.
With this total isolation imposed upon the women of our household, it was not strange that the atmosphere in
the female quarters was devoid of any political or community awareness. The house was like a large coop filled
with domesticated birds, contented to peck the feed thrown to them, without argument. That was the be-all and
end-all of their being. The vocation of those tame birds was confined to hatching the chicks and wasting up the
days of their lives between the large brass cooking pots and the firewood burning constantly in the stoves, winter
and summer.
As happens in backward societies where a woman’s life revolves around trivialities, the female environment in
our house did not deviate from this pattern, which prevailed in all families and all homes. Therefore, the family
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environment offered me nothing; rather, it only increased my burden.
I was struck with a deep hatred for politics. During this particular period, I underwent a severe psychological
and intellectual conflict. I was trying to comply with Father’s wishes, in order to please him and win his favor,
while everything in me was protesting, refusing, and rebelling. Since I was not socially emancipated, how could I
wage war with my pen for political, ideological, or national freedom? I still lacked political maturity, just as I had
no social dimensions. I possessed nothing but a literary dimension that was itself still deficient.
I knew myself; I was aware that the self could not become complete, except in a community of people. But
between me and the community there, outside the walls that confined me, lay the distance of many centuries of
the world of the harem.
My feelings of incompetence continued to dominate me. The ability to write poetry failed me. I even stopped
composing personal poems. Poetical barrenness enveloped this whole difficult period of my life.
My keen awareness of the repression and tension I was under affected both my spiritual and physical being,
making me lose more weight. I was scarcely ever without a headache; mental weariness weighed heavily upon
every part of my body; at night I was bathed in sweat.
Life no longer held any meaning or relish for me. When I tried to fathom my private anxieties and personal
feelings, it was as if something had been broken inside; misery inflated my consciousness of myself and my own
existence. I was bleeding from the two-edged blade of that old proverb:
“If I am not for myself, who will be for me; if I am for myself, who am I?”
My weak links with reality and my need for contact with the outside world remained the source of a psychological conflict which I endured for a long time. Father was the one who had sowed the seeds of this conflict, which
haunted me, in other ways as well, during the subsequent stages of my poetical career.
I went on feeling completely alone, that there was no one who felt my misery except myself. It was my being
that was being stretched taut, torn apart; the heart that was constricted and crushed was my heart; and the ordeal
that was becoming more critical was my ordeal. There was no other being to share all this with me, no other
person.
As the misery of repression and subjugation increased, my feelings of individuality and identity also increased.
My existence inside the harem wing of the house made me shrink and recoil, so that I was bottled up inside
myself. I got to the point where I could do nothing but stare into the reflection of that self shut up inside the
cursed bottle.
The poetry I published in the papers was the one social activity I could. use as a bridge to link me with others,
as I crouched within those ancient walls. Thus my feelings of alienation deepened, and my sense of being robbed
of my dreams, my desires, and my aspirations began to take the form of a sickness.
*
It was during this period that I swallowed the whole contents of a bottle of aspirin. The family doctor, Nadeem
Salah, saved me from the death that had become my only means of escape from the torment I was in.
I did not bear any strong attachment to my father. My feelings toward him remained neutral: I did not hate him,
neither did I love him. He never occupied any space in my heart, except when he was sick, imprisoned, or in exile
for political reasons.
To me, he was the tent that sheltered us; if we lost him we would be exposed to the storms of life. I was
continually in fear of him dying and leaving us to the mercy of others. Thus my emotions seesawed between a
sense of need for his presence and a sense of estrangement and lack of any emotional relationship to him.
He never manifested any sort of concern or affection for me. Whenever I fell victim to malaria in my
childhood, he never came near me or asked how I was. That neglect pained me.
Thus Ibrahim, with his overflowing compassion and love for me, replaced the father who never let me feel the
warmth of fatherly sentiments. When Ibrahim died and Father was still living, I truly felt like an orphan. When
Father passed away I was experiencing a fearful psychological crisis at the time, due to the severe emotional
repression that I had endured all those years. I tried to write an elegy for him, but failed. However, I missed him
severely later on when the winds of family problems began to blow our way.
I never took sides in any dispute or quarrel; I always stood apart from the disputes, seeing, hearing, and
suffering. During this period, I wrote Life, one of the few poems I composed in a few consecutive hours. In this
poem, my true feelings at the loss of my father are revealed; feelings that went very deep.
*
Father died amongst the tumult of the 1948 debacle. Thousands of refugees, moving eastward in their flight,
arrived in Nablus. Houses, mosques, schools, and the caves in Mounts Aibal and Jerzim were jam-packed with
them.
Many long months passed after this first scandal on Arab soil, before I returned to writing poetry. Behind this
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silence, a process of preparedness and storing was going on all the time in my depths and I no longer suffered
feelings of emptiness and desolation.
Eventually my tongue was loosened. I wrote the patriotic poetry to which Father had so often wished to see me
dedicate myself, in order to fill Ibrahim’s place. I wrote that poetry quite voluntarily, without any outside
coercion.
After Father's death my reaction to politics was no longer wanting. Although it was not too strong it still
swayed me at different times, but it lacked the quality of permanence. It would catch fire on certain occasions
when things were inflamed, then die down when things were calm; I would flare up when there were general
outbursts and cool off when there were lulls.
With the status quo of the Palestinian situation, a numbness began creeping over my political sentiments. I
entered into life, drinking it in large drafts, touching it and clinging to the fleeting moments, not allowing them to
escape me, enjoying it second by second and minute by minute.
In the first half of the fifties, I escaped from the prison of the harem. When the roof fell in on Palestine in
1948, the veil fell off the Nablus woman’s face. She had struggled for a long time to free herself from the
traditional wrap and the thick black veil.
Before the final lifting of the veil, the Nablus women had succeeded in changing their outer covering, by
stages, over a period of thirty years. In the twenties they got rid of the full black flowing skirt, substituting a black
or brown coat or one of some other somber color. At the beginning of the forties they got rid of the triangular
bolero-like cover that was worn on the head and came down over the shoulders down to the waist, concealing the
shape of the upper half of the body, and behind which the woman would fold her hands over her breast, so the
men could not see her fingers. In the middle forties the transparent black kerchief became more transparent,
revealing the face under it; and in the middle fifties the black veil was finally lifted, allowing the beauty of their
God-given faces to shyly speak for itself.
The evolution of the veil in Nablus was slow compared to Jerusalem, Haifa, and Jaffa. The path our
development took was neither easy nor smooth. Nablus remained a bigoted city, clinging to the old traditions in
which social changes were not easily carried out. The established molds and patterns remained the prevailing
order, despite the many well-educated young men and women. It is strange that this city, whose inhabitants are
famous for their dynamism and great enterprise, remained adamantly against anything new touching their
traditions.
However, the inevitability of development eventually overpowers all resistance. It is life’s march, impossible
to check or halt.
My hunger for life was relentless. Someone who has squandered many years of her life in the desert of the
Empty Quarter\fn{An allusion to that province in Saudi Arabia so called:H } cannot turn her back on a green oasis when its
doors are opened to her. The child of life emerged now into the life that had given her birth.
Being completely sincere, she faced life with a genuine and natural frankness that society, with its stern rules
and customs, insists on counterfeiting and covering up with a false mask. This child of life was not selfish; she
took and she gave. Giving was her way of life, an inseparable part of her nature. Previously, when she stole out to
the wheat fields, she would feel downcast and sad at seeing the gift the wheat had to offer, when she had nothing
to offer. A heart filled with love suffocates if it finds no one to love.
The time arrived for this daughter of life to speak and, when a truthful woman speaks, it is life that is speaking.
Our Eastern Arab society suppressed the sentiment of love, just as it continually oppressed the woman. This
beautiful human emotion, whose magic hand even touched the hearts of prophets. It was because of this emotion
that the noble Prophet Muhammad (God bless him and grant him salvation!) said “Praise be to God! Praise be to
the director of hearts!” the moment he saw Zaynab Bint Jahsh\fn{ A note reads: One of the Prophet’s wives. She was first
married to his adopted son, Zayd. However, the Prophet, on seeing her once in her ordinary house clothes (as opposed to the coverings a
Muslim woman would wear in the street) as he went seeking Zayd, was struck with her revealed beauty. Zayd divorced her so the Prophet
could marry her. This story, about the Prophet’s tenderness toward beauty, is mentioned by Tuqan here in praise of love which is denied to
young people in the traditional culture in Palestine .} suddenly appear to him. In our Arab society, this beautiful human

emotion is the victim of the split personality of our society and still carries connotations charged with disgrace
and shame.
As far as I’m concerned, love bears a wider concept than the affirmation of a woman’s femininity. To me it is
the affirmation of my crushed humanity and its very salvation. All my life, I have been drawn to love, driven by a
poetic sentiment difficult to explain. Just as birds respond instinctively to the magnetic field in determining the
path of their flight, so have I always responded to love. It remained to me the most attractive torch that beckoned
me among life’s various aspects.
I am not straying far from the truth when I say that, with me, love remained a concept; an absolute world. For
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me the “other” was the embodiment of that idea, whose horizons I was never able to relinquish. It became an
instinct and a natural impulse, forever warm and throbbing in my heart, and I’d plunge into the warm sea of
emotion that cleansed my soul of bitterness. This abstract concept had no shore or harbor where I could cast
anchor. It was a vast sea where, sometimes, the waves were so high that they became a whirlpool turning me in a
circle until I lost all sense of the outside world around me.
*
Before emerging from the harem, my adolescent emotions were on fire. I was a repressed soul who responded
to the first word of love received on the page of a letter. Love by correspondence. I would fall into this sort of
imaginary love and wallow in it, while the old walls of the harem lay between me and the actual experience. So
that imagination and the exchange of letters were at once the length and breadth of my sphere of action.
I hungered for something that did not exist; I was lost, alone, possessing nothing but this fired imagination.
The liberation came at last; I found myself merged with the “other,” discovering myself through the compass
of reality. My heart has ever been a fresh garden ripe for love.
During moments of love a person feels his humanity intensifying. He or she leaves the far distant icy pole to
travel to radiant sunshine. The “other” becomes the bridge to a world whose scattered parts have been brought
together to become one inseparable whole; a world that by its sweetness and bitterness, its contradictions and
ironic situations, paves the way to mental and spiritual well-being; it is a beautiful, harsh, tender world, just like
life itself. And after all is said and done, love is proscribed like life and death, especially upon those with poetic
natures. For them there is no escape from it.
There is nothing sweeter than when love touches even trivial things, transforming them into things of beauty
and worth: a restaurant bill, a theater ticket, a dried flower, a ballpoint or fountain pen. All these and similar trivial
things become rare and priceless when touched by love.
My vivid imagination created a magic halo around the beloved, projecting upon him what he did not have. I
would see the faults, but, in my view the faults did not stand in the way of love.
Which of us searches for a Christ to love? In my opinion, the exemplary ones make poor lovers. Their idealism
makes them review the affair in a manner that strips love of all its great excitement. I have always believed that
love is a treasure whose worth we can never estimate until we have exhausted it or lost it in a gamble.
When time—that gigantic force of destruction—has played its role in things and relationships, I do not linger
amongst the ruins. I do not remain faithful to the past, after it is over and done with. I do not allow myself to give
the past permission to rob the future, for the past is a thief that takes away but does not give.
It is not strange for the heart to love more than once. It is unnatural that a person’s heart should be bound up in
one person all its life. It is normal for more than one relationship to form and for love to recur in the heart. And
each time one falls in love, the emotions are just as strong, and just as sincere and fragrant as the previous time.
But there has never been a place in my heart for casual love, for frivolous relations and reckless carousing.
Frequently, I find that the past has not only gone in its physical sense, but in its psychological sense also. What
is in the past bears a certain value that differs entirely from my present view, causing it to lose its psychological
significance. I feel that I am another person with no connection to my former self, no longer acquainted with it
except in memory.
The world of my childhood is the only one that has not lost its psychological meaning for me. It is the only
world to which I return with the old warmth of heart. With that exception, everything, in my view, submits to the
laws of change. …
138.300 Excerpt from Count Me Out: “Lunch”\fn{by Rebecca Rass (1923-

)} Tel Aviv,

Israel (F) 4

… The telephone rang. It was for her. Her ex-husband. He just heard she had come from abroad. had five years
already passed? They agreed to meet.
On the beach. A small Arab restaurant. The mosques of Jaffa behind. Behind. A young, dark-skinned barefoot
boy for a waiter. Tahini salad. Strongly scented olive oil. Lots of garlic. Saltwater fish stuffed with fresh spices,
grilled on charcoal. He was watching her, his back to the sea.
He had grown fat. A stripe of white hair. The same restless movements. The same deep voice. The same ironic
smile. The same inquisitive eyes. The same guy, another edition. The memories, still rippling. Resurrection of
long-forgotten images.
First love. The exquisite tension. The trembling heart. The reverberation of the flesh. The wild dark-red tulips
on the rocky hills. The wild mushrooms in the musky forest. The poignant odor of sun-soaked soil wet with the
first rain. Hand in hand in the shady eucalyptus grove.
The wind playing on the tall trees. The Mediterranean. Yellow sand and naked bodies. Blazing sun burning
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fiery bodies. Souls on fire.
The wedding—in color prints and on slides. A long white wedding dress. A white lace veil. A white wreath. A
golden loop for a ring. A deafening rock band. Glasses clinking: congratulations! A family photo. The camera
freezes smiles and time. Mazel-tov.
The wedding ceremony under the canopy. The rabbi races through the text. what is it that he says and what is it
to do with her? What are all doing here? Institutionalizing her love? Her intimacy made formal? She can step
away and leave it all behind. Too late, she doesn’t dare. The price of a coward: love, reduced in scope, made finite
and called marriage, sealed with a golden ring shamelessly shining on her finger. Why is everybody so happy?
She vows never to marry again.
Five years later. Another rabbi rushes through the text. What is it that he says? He unbinds her? What has that
to do with her, anyway? Aren’t love and separation a personal matter? She vows never to divorce again.
Zealously she keeps her pledges.
At the small restaurant. The roaring Mediterranean sea in the background. They clink glasses, she and her exhusband. They smile amicably. They examine each other.
You haven’t changed, he says. And what about me?
It was not him, yet he kept floating out of layers of past years. Behind him—surging waves and white foam,
and five years of her life. Another world. An era from another century. A whole life. Very useful, very necessary, a
life workshop. One graduates from school, college, and from marriage.
They smile in embarrassment. In silence. What do you say to a man with whom you lived for five years and
haven’t seen for another five? Nothing. Nothing to say. Close, familiar, yet strange. So far away, and no bridge in
between. They look. They smile. They smile again. They watch. And they wonder. What has the time apart robbed
them of, and what has it bestowed on them?
Now she watches him with open eyes, fully aware. Her soul does not surge with love or pain. Memories do not
assail her judgment. Only a soft thrill and curiosity; looking back with wonder.
No, he says, he isn’t really happy with himself. He looks at her: he misses flying to other spheres, the walks
together in the reality of a different world. He misses the dream of first love, the innocence, the naiveté. The
eucalyptus grove, the wind in the willows. And what about you, he asks.
Will she tell him, she wonders, that her real life started with the divorce? Just like modern novels, she thinks,
and dips the white round Arab bread in the Tahini sauce. Nineteenth century novels ended with marriage, 20 th
century novels start with a divorce. Her life is divided in two: before and after the divorce. Something like before
World War II and after World War II. She was surprised to find out that what the war did to the world, the end of
her marriage did to her—it shattered her from top to bottom.
Like the devastated landscape of Europe, her soul was in ruins, wounded and bleeding. With everything inside
dead, she groped her way back to life. She had to start the creation of her self all over again, be born in her own
image.
Silence. Only the Mediterranean soars and foams. They watch each other motionless. Recollected images rise.
Was it as it was? They weigh the memories, the plus and the minus, the bliss and the pain. The primal blue water
in the background sings of eons, of past civilizations. It sings of eternity. For one short moment they hold hands
again, running downhill together; then, embracing in tenderness and facing the sunrise, they promise each other
love eternal.
The waiter brings a bottle of white burgundy. They toast each other, she and her ex-husband. Cheers, skoal! He
places a warm, tanned hand—a hand looming from another world—on her own. He presses tightly. A spark lights
his eyes. A wild thought: does he want to start it all again from the beginning?
And that is how it started, or rather ended: at midnight he came home, sat in the blue armchair, puffing circles
of smoke around her. I fell in love, he said (just like that). I want a divorce. I’ve already investigated. It can be
speedily arranged. In three months—and that was it. a nuclear explosion occurred somewhere in her mind, the
earth opened up and she fell into its entrails.
From afar his voice reached her, dividing their property. The double bed for me, the clothes chest for you. The
armchair for me, the couch for you. the blue rug for me, the red rug for you. The towels for me, the sheets for you.
The wedding presents, the silvery cutlery—three spoons for me, three for you. The vortex was raging, spinning
around her. She let herself go.
She dips here pita bread in the Tahini salad, and with her fork pick out a slice of tomato soaked with olive oil
and marjoram. She slowly sips her white burgundy.
The whole bottle of wine she had finished all by herself didn’t help much. The apartment they were so proud
of became a graveyard. The walls closed in on her. Everything around her, once so valued, was reduced in size, in
value, in significance, in beauty. Once he had closed the door and left, his steps still echoing down the stairs,
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everything came awry. The ceiling lowered, the white walls darkened, the furniture crumbled. The mahogany
table was only a lifeless pile of planks. The marriage certificate was only a paper bridge between separated hearts.
And this is how it went on: he left and closed the door. he came back and told her he could not live without her,
and then left again. He loved her. He loved another. And left again. Alone, she roamed the underworld, visiting the
dead. She became a snail. She started to crawl. Crawling, she inched her way through the intricate dark tunnels of
the underworld, begging for her lost love, for the scent of eucalyptus at sunset and of daffodils in spring. She
begged for the past that had evaporated, for a dream that had crashed, for a yester-world that had blown up. And
when everything around her had tumbled and disintegrated, she still pleaded for time to stand still.
The Mediterranean in the background surges and froths. Arab children play in the sand. The waiter approaches,
his arms full: now, says her ex-husband, a surprise. A big tray piled with different kinds of seafood lands on the
middle of the table, joined by a chilled bottle of Israeli champagne. You see, he says with a smile, I’ve not
forgotten. Your favorite food. Specially ordered. His eyes sparkle. They clink their glasses. Cheers again. At that
moment the sunlight reaches their table. Blinded, she closes her eyes.
With her eyes closed she crawled through the it of purgatory, at the edge of existence. The debris of the past
adhered to her skin. Wherever she crawled, there it was, a cemetery clinging to her back. And again he came and
again he left. Each time he closed the door and left, she was seized by an illogical terror that crippled her. Too
weak to leave herself, too impotent to lock the door behind him and put an end to the torture, too helpless to make
a decision, too crushed to stand, devoid of all will of her own, she snailed on, at the edge of extinction.
With glee they attack the plate of seafood. They pull of the tails and heads of the small red shrimps, peel away
the shells and gobble up the soft white meat. Drops of lemon on the oysters and then they suck them in; with a
tiny fork they pull the succulent mussels out of their nests. There is a taste of sea in their mouths. He tells her
about himself. His life. His work. His loves. And what’s happening with you? he asks. They mention common
friends.
At that moment in purgatory, it dawned on her that her infernal journey was not singular. Many make it, sooner
or later, this journey into purgatory, the underworld of the soul, into the darkest cellars of oneself, an involuntary
journey from the conscious into the unconscious, to find meaning in the meaningless, identity in the formless
mass.
What are you thinking of? He asks. The sea glitters behind him. Of traveling. Of journeys.
Yes, you’ve always loved to travel, he says and tells her about his own travels, travels of a successful
businessman.
She resumes the travel into herself, struggling in the dark to find the road back to life. It was difficult. No road
carved through the devastated landscape of her soul, no paths cut through the charcoal expanses of her mind.
Groping her way in the dark, she realized that she was tied by thousands of cords, bound by endless knots that
looped along the years from her parents, family, society, school.
*
Whenever she thought that she’d made her own choice, followed her own path, it was clear to her now that she
had simply been led along a well-trodden path cut for her by others.
Then, one day, he came and solemnly declared that everything had come to an end. In a split second, life—
detailed, organized and planned for years ahead—dissolved. .that moment the process of her liberation began but,
reeling in pain, she was too blind to notice. It was so difficult to be free and take full responsibility for one’s self,
over one’s life.
*
She was afraid to be alone, untied, unbound, to be loose. To be free. Blinded, in pain she crawled on in the
desert of her soul, looking for a way out.
Hills of shells pile up between them. One after the other they throw the shells at the sea. Some land on the
beach, a few reach the edge of the water. The waiter brings in two Arab coffee-pots filled to the brim with
aromatic Turkish coffee. He places a small plate of sweet honey cakes on the table. A late afternoon breeze drives
away the heat of the day. She tastes the cakes. Too sweet.
She felt nausea coming up her belly. War waged inside her between what she was and what she wished to be,
between the dependent crawling snail looking for a master, and herself as the master of herself. The deep,
horrifying sensation of nausea did not leave her. Her inside, soul and flesh, strove to emerge through her mouth.
Then, unexpectedly, the desert winds dropped. Tranquility abided. Sweet exhaustion. Had she reached a land?
A country? An independent state? Yes. Her own. But it was a virgin land. She had to build it all from the
beginning. To create the borders, to invent a language, compose a constitution all her own, write her own ten
commandments, decide on her personal geography. The restaurant is empty. The waiters stand idle, looking
expressionless at the empty street. They are alone, a man and a woman. Apologetically they examine each other.
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With a sensation of failure. After all they failed each other, could not keep their promise of love. And when
everything collapsed they fled, leaving all questions hanging in air.
A breeze blows up her skirt. His eyes follow the wind and land on her tanned thighs. Bushing, she covers them.
He looks straight at her eyes and laughs into them. His eyes slide down her face, down her neck and stop for a
moment by the edge of her open-necked dress, hesitating before sliding inside, in between her breasts, saying
hello to old friends, weighing the memory against the reality.
Against he will, her breasts stretch themselves under her dress. I wasn’t too good at it, was I? He says softly.
While marked, they never dared to speak about their intimate life. Then, unexpectedly he starts to talk, quietly,
softly, from the depth of his heart, looking far into the sea, never at her. Of his despair he talks, of his pain. Of his
failure to keep them both happy and their love intact. Of frustration that increased each day.
The waiter takes away the coffee-pots and the glasses. He brings in ice water, but her ex-husband, talking, does
not notice. She examines him with new curiosity. For the first time she realizes that he has grown up.
Who is he now, anyway? Her eyes glide over his well-shaven cheeks, down his short beard, roaming freely on
his hairy chest, discovering bunches of white hair. She looks for her old self curled against his chest. Her eyes
undress him. He looks at her and stretches out his hand. In peace and harmony their hands clasp. Behind them, the
waves rise and fall, surges of energy. She swam alone in that sea, rising and falling with the waves, searching for
land. The awareness of her own passivity overwhelmed here. Why had she never challenged their failure? Rising
up from the dead, she felt long subdued energy released inside her.
Sitting in the restaurant hand in hand, she feels an urge to challenge the past. Their failure. Hers. She feels the
urge to bring their failed relations to triumph, the frustration of the past to satisfaction. Can she? Can they?
*
Without words, they read each other’s mind. The sky is blue, the sea is blue and the sun colors a yellow path in
between. Slowly they rise and pay the check. They enter his car. It’s blue, too. Slowly they drive along the beach.
North? He asks. North, she says.
To her surprise, the feeling of aloneness was a source of freedom and strength. It filled her with tremendous
joy. She was ready to answer to the world inside her and the world outside her. A vast new land loomed ahead.
And it was clear: the had to leave the old world and go.
The car is in perpetual motion. The motion makes their blood run fast. To their left, stretches the blue sea. the
asphalt road stretches ahead. They sail into a different world, drive in a different dimension outside clocktime. Sea
and water move along with them. They hardly talk a unison of silence. Soon the sun will set. Three tall palm trees
appear ahead. They drive off the highway along a dirt road that leads them between high cliffs. They park the car.
On the deck of the sailing shop, against the fiery background of the setting sun, she stood alone, waving
goodbye to her parents, her country, her receding past. For the first time in her life she felt no fear, no doubt, no
hesitation. A river of fire stretched from the ship’s bow to the red ball of the setting sun. It was on this magic path
that olden ships sailed to mythical lands in search of the secret of life eternal.
For the millionth time a daughter leaves her father’s home in search of the golden fleece.\fn{ An allusion to the
fleece of the winged ram, Chrysomallus (analogous here to the ship, though it is sailing west and Chrysomallus flew east), who, in Greek
mythology, was sent by the god Hermes to save the lives of two children in danger of being murdered by their stepmother .}

On the beach, only he and she, and the burning eye of the world to witness. She takes off her clothes, and faces
him naked, laughing. He takes off his clothes, faces her with his tanned naked body. A river of fire stretches
between them and the setting sun. Smiling, they let their eyes travel over each other. Is that the man with whom
she was intimate? He stretches his hand to hold hers. She slides under his arm and runs to the edge of the water.
Wild rocky beach, primal cliffs rise from the soft waves. Facing the sea, with her back to her ex-husband, she
feels his eyes fasten on her nakedness, glide along her spine, on the hills of her buttocks, on the back of here
thighs, invading her secrets. Soft tiny waves lick her feet. Electric waves shake in her groin. Wave after wave. In a
minute she will be on fire.
She plunges into the cool water. With her heart beating in the rhythm of the waves, on the deck of the ship, she
swore to live by the size of her dreams, and not by the measure of their realization. She plunged headlong ahead,
eager to exercise the life inside her. With a knapsack and a sleeping bag, she had set on her voyage. Paris.
London. Dublin. Oslo. Stockholm. Copenhagen. Amsterdam. Berlin. New York. Mexico City. By bus. By train.
By plane. By boat. Distances lost meaning. The world became a sprawling village. Borders dissolved. Languages.
Cultures. The road circled and circulated, like the veins in her body, like the blood in her veins. Like the journey
of the sun in the sky. In a world opposite to the one she was burn into, she was a young woman moving with time.
Freed from things, free to go on short notice, pack her sparse belongings and leave, go with the wind. Working at
odd jobs, she never signed away her freedom, shunned all contracts. Surprisingly, she found out that life itself
kept her floating. Like water itself, which holds up the swimmer, and drowns the non-swimmer.
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Fast, she swims away from him. He follows, and catches up with her. She splashes water at his face. He does
likewise. A moment of joy, of pleasure, of intimacy. The elements join forces to approximate fulfillment. The
setting sun, the yellow sand, the cool water, the salty air. A man and a woman laughing in the cradle of the world.
Out of the water she emerges, running along the warm beach. He follows her, trying to overtake her. When he
almost does, she plunges again into the water, splashing at him. He escapes. She runs to catch him, and when she
almost does, he suddenly turns around. She falls into his embracing arms.
All those years she had refused to be a victim. A victim to despair, to failure, to loneliness, to prowling fear, the
common diseases of modern man. She had refused to be a victim to lack of means, to luxury, to pain. To age, to
reality, to time. She had refused to serve, but strove to render the ordinary meaningful, the mundane—mysterious,
the mortal—immortal and to add one single drop of magic to life. Through her dream, she had reached out to the
meaning of reality.
For a long time they stand entangled, almost motionless, the water nibbles at their feet. They stream into one
another and merge into one flesh. Their bodies forgive past humiliation, overcome once bitter pain. Then they set
out to feast and triumph. The setting sun stretches itself on the water before them, leaving behind a red blazing
trail that shines on them as they roll on the sand, in the shallow water.
Alone in the white spaces, a person alone in a living desert, panting desert, a primal beast. A woman—in
mellowness, in fulfillment. All she had she would give, all that there was she would receive. And she did.
The past flows into the present, the pain into joy, hate into love, male into female, man into love, love into life.
For one eternal moment she is the goddess of the earth. The goddess of love, sending roots into the soil to
fertilize the barren sands. For one eternal moment she is merged with the elements, with the earth and the stones
and the sun and the wind. For one eternal moment she is the woman in all women.
The sun has set. Soft gray light embraces the white moon looming in the gray sky. There is peace. There is
tenderness. There is mirth. There is soft silence.
*
It’s already dark. The sea soars black and powerful. A soft breeze. Peace and harmony on earth. They dress
languidly, and walk to the car. In silence, beyond words. He starts the car and puts on the lights. A stream of white
light breaks into the night. They drive in silence, along streets of a different world. The moon rises and hangs up
in the air, moving along with them. The motion of the car corresponds to the motion of her blood. The moonlight
stretches out to her moving in the car a bridge of light.
City lights. City streets. City crowds throng the streets in the warm night.
He stops the car on the street corner. It was here that he picked her up a few hours earlier. Their eyes meet for a
moment. Their lunch is over. They shake warm hands.
See you again. So long. See you again? He gets out and slams the door. The car lingers somewhat before a red
light. Green. Here I stand, alone, in the intersection of city roads, with his blue car speeding out of my life into
streets of another world.
I turn and head for the sea at the end of the street. I breathe in the salty air. Standing there, leaning on the rusty
railing, I feel the constant rhythm of the sea beating in my blood. …
34.123 Excerpt from The Siege\fn{by Mai Sayigh (1940-

)}

Gaza, Palestine (F) 5

… Buildings stick to each other, hug each other. It was a city of cement and steel, they said, of shops and
banks, of millionaires and their deals, of middlemen, and peddlers of goods and ideas.
It had sea and sun, they said, tourists, hotels, cafes and amusement centers, money-changers, smugglers, and
smokers of pot.
Beirut was jam-packed with people, they said, and surging with an ocean of cars. It had theaters, art galleries,
poetry readings, and speech-making. It had book exhibitions, publishing houses, a press that was sometimes free
and sometimes bought. Some writers were bought and sold off by auction. Political parties sprang up like weeds
after the rain. There were weapons everywhere, to defend the political estate, to distinguish the factions, to
demonstrate joy or anger or grief in the streets. There was an immeasurable spirit of rebellion.
It’s ringed with wretchedness. Houses of tin and mud. Hunger. Poverty. The camps of Palestinian refugees, of
defeated nationalities: Arab, non-Arab, Turk, Armenian—brought together, in a journey of want and misery and
exile, by the instruments of oppression, and holding the memory of a lost land.
Alleys of mud. Open drains. The stench of filth and vermin. Children grow up on charity, on a diet of bread,
salt, and onions: malnutrition and a variety of diseases. The relief agency. Boys selling chewing gum. Begging.
Poor workers flood in from the south and from the mountains, seeking a livelihood in the labor market, but
denied social security and the services of the state. Their shoulders it is that have raised the other Beirut. They’ve
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built the tower blocks, they’ve paved the roads. Deprived, racked by hunger, they stand outside the brightly lit
hotels and cafés and swimming pools and restaurants. Away from the blaze of elegance and excess, it’s their
hearts and hands and feet that have borne the strain.
In the south people worked in the tobacco fields. They were skilled at reading the face of the land and the
secrets of the meadows. They observed the seasons and the festivals. They toiled for the sake of food for their
little ones and for the sake of company profits. They resisted the state and the feudal princes who tried to snatch
their livelihood from their mouths. Stubbornly they stood up to successive assaults of the Zionists on their homes
and villages. The fishermen became browner and more confident as the sun of each new day shone on them. For
they are the ancient friends of waves and rocks.
How well we knew the land, the stones, the lanes, and the orange trees! The heart of downtown Beirut with its
narrow streets, its lights, its stalls of vegetables, its trays of sweetmeats, the good nature of its people, recalled for
us the narrow streets of Gaza. Beirut brought us together and treated us as Beirutis.
Beirut lies sprawled on the coast and reaches up to the mountains; and the shore and mountain trees are the
frontiers of my heart.
Beirut’s old quarters fill my mind with their houses and faces. This is a land of children and oleanders, of joy
in chains, of households awaiting a new dawn. One community stretches from Tel al-Zaatar to the southern
suburbs and Sabra and the Arab University. The poor and the revolutionaries have one religion, one sect, and one
banner.
Where shall I start my story? I know it well and I can recall the agony. Time passes as I pause amid the pain
and the inspiration. The lie of the land has been shattered. I see bloodshed whenever I gaze on pavement and
balcony.
The war took place in the streets, before every window; and the Arab nation from the Atlantic to the Gulf
followed the fighting as if reading chapters of a novel or watching a film. It held back its weapons and continued
to bow its head to the police, to be constantly beneath the heel of the secret services and those in the seats of
power. The Arab homeland is no homeland, it is a port of constant departure, a place of hunger and harassment, of
fear for the future, of successive disasters, of surveillance, purges, and prisons. Oil swamped us and devoured our
obligations, our honor and our self-respect. Patriotism was now a matter of choice, and treason a point of view.
This was the era of the Pax Americana, designed to make the world safe for rulers and kings with a common
interest in the shibboleth of national sovereignty. We were polluting the Arab atmosphere. They were preserving
their territories immaculate—ready to admit the enemy.
While their frontiers remain calm, our children fall like burned moths; their toys and shoes and little trifles
remain after them, while the whole world’s busy forming organizations for the Protection of Animals. They
proscribe our blood, and friends and loved ones leave us while posters carrying their pictures remain on the walls,
and in our hearts, till the rain and tears wash them away. Their blood falls drop by drop over the Arab cities, but
they kindle only the echo of words in the newspapers; while the streets remain imprisoned, and spring remains
slain, and the whole Arab nation forgets.
But we go on, counting our wounds, checking our blood group, totting up our soaking bandages and drugs—
alone, always alone.
For the Arabs, time stands still. They do nothing about the retreating armies and the feet of the invaders and the
endless progression of graves. Victory is postponed “till further notice.”
They killed Kamal Junblat\fn{A note reads: Kamal Junblat was a prominent Druze leader, a socialist who was assassinated
early in the Lebanese Civil War .} They wanted to crush the will of a nation. Beirut was fashioning new streets and
landmarks. Quarters were marked by barricades and given the names of the martyrs. But in spite of the war Beirut
still celebrated and mourned. Beirut swelled till it took in the whole of Lebanon.
During nights of air raids when buildings collapsed, when power was cut off and we could hear the cries of the
wounded, I’d feel lonely and depressed. I saw the brains of my neighbor, the pilot’s wife, spattered and scattered
at the crossroads. Another neighbor, Hajj Abdu, collapsed on his balcony playing tricktrack with his son. He’d
diced with death as if it were all a game.
Here they mutilated the corpses of Zaatar, and here we took in the children and the martyrs.
But in spite of the deaths, life went on. The bombing would cease for a while, funerals would take place, and
then the streets would fill with people. The bread shop would open, so would the other stores, so would the
cinemas. Sellers of milk and licorice would go their rounds. Abu Khalid would sell his sweetmeats in the light of
a candle or a gas lamp. The loudspeaker in the mosque would work from a generator. Neighbors would sip coffee
on the balconies.
The road to Cola and Sabra was always open. Unless bombs cut the road on Corniche al Mazraca, unless
snipers dogged your steps or took aim at balconies and passers-by, life revolved around the spirit of the Qur’anic
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verse:
Nothing will happen to you unless God decreed it.

“We should stay where we are,” Laila once said, as the building across the road was engulfed in an explosion,
burning the neighbor’s clothes and children. They killed her sister, Khaldiya, and her sister’s husband in their
house. A stray bullet killed Lena in her house, near her child’s bed. One of Ruwaida’s brothers was killed, with his
neighbors, at the front door. Another brother’s missing.
Beirut made us feel bombardment was a phenomenon of nature, that sniping and the stray bullet were like the
weather, and death a human requirement like sleeping, eating, drinking, and moving. Cruel Beirut! How often I
grew weary of it, hating it because of the bombs and the deaths of friends.
Cruel Beirut! It’s part of me, my lost bastion with its bright, smiling face that refuses to acknowledge death,
the face that’s a part of all of us. Life flows out of the houses to those passing in the street, sparkles and blazes
away. Liveliness brightens the faces of the fighters at night, when vigil’s kept till dawn. Everybody knows everybody else. Beirut’s a sea of relations, an arena of political and literary ideas in conflict. Coffeehouses are absorbed
in supplying coffee and attacking ideas and their holders. You can find everything on the pavement stalls: from
fruit and vegetables, clothes, cigarette lighters, cassettes, and songs to news about the Sino-Soviet conflict, or
disputes about the row that broke out just yesterday between two local factions, or arguments about whether
Fatah’s\fn{A note reads: Fatah is the main wing of the PLO (the Palestine Liberation Organization ).} petty bourgeois or upper
bourgeois. From the outset, ideology permits neither error nor conjecture. History’s full of wise sayings and
answers.
Everything’s subject to analysis. Every statement has to be proved. A rumor goes round and round and round
until it ends up where it began. Jokes and quips are the property of all. There are no secrets. Alliances, friends,
enemies, and armed camps are well-defined.
Heroes march out from the base camp side by side with men of the intelligence forces who work by barter,
blowing up one building in exchange for another, one car for another.
The Jamal Abdul Nasser hall is full of smoke and sweat. The bodyguard of the leadership fills the place, and
curses against imperialism, and particularly against America, are common. Differences of opinion as to whether
the Soviet Union is at the head or merely in the vanguard of the socialist camp. Banners hang calling for total
liberation. Or half of it. Or a quarter of it. Calling for establishing a state on what has remained of Palestine—or
hasn’t remained of it. The PLO (Palestine Liberation Organization) is the sole representative. Imm Ali dances.
Press photographers, foreign journalists, and solidarity groups take pictures of her.
The illustrated press, fifty or sixty magazines, papers, and publications: are they all alike in production,
pictures and subject matter? Some say, “Yes.” Some say, “No.” Others are lost between Yes and No. Radios and
car horns spread their messages. Posters and wall sheets and graffiti in all colors and scripts. Down with … Long
live … Victory to …
On the back page of the newspaper, Al-Safir, the Palestinian child continues to turn his back on the world in the
daily cartoons of Naji al-Ali.\fn{ A note reads: Naji ai-Ali was a famous Palestinian cartoonist who was assassinated in London in
1987 because of his struggle to expose, through his art, Israeli aggression and intrigue against his own country and people, and the
indiscretions and deviation of some of his compatriots. His memory is revered by all loyal Palestinians .} Patches grow on the garb of

his Arab toiler. As he gets ever thinner, he grows in wisdom and knowledge. Pride thickens the necks of the lords
of oil and rule. Their bellies and their cloaks are filled with wind. Meanwhile the Arab nation shrinks and
dwindles in the face of open aggression against its possessions and the things it holds sacred.
Beirut is all this and more. And so they burnt it, they destroyed it, they killed its children.
The enemy has no respect for anything, from Dair Yasin, Qibya, and Kufr Qasim to Sabra and Shatila.\fn{ A
note reads: Names of four massacres inflicted upon the Palestinians in recent times, Dair Yasin by Zionist factions, Qibya and Kufr Qasim
by the Israeli army and Sabra and Shatila by the Lebanese Phalangists. Qibya is a village whose inhabitants were attacked at night in
1952 by Israeli troops who blew the houses on top of its sleeping people; Sabra and Shatila are the two camps where the hideous massacre
of the Palestinians topk place during the Israeli occupation of Beirut. According to the latest statistics, at least 1700 people were killed in
cold blood.} A history heavy with hatred, enmity, and bloodshed.

In the Old Testament, the children of Israel came, primitive nomads from the wilderness, and destroyed the
civilization of Canaan under the leadership of their prophet, Joshua, at the behest of their God, Yahwe. They were
given a free hand and killed everything in the city of Jericho, “both man and woman, young and old, and ox, and
sheep, and ass, with the edge of the sword.”\fn{ A note reads: Joshua, Chapter 6, verse 21. For this NOAB has: “Then they
devoted to destruction by the edge of the sword all in the city, both men and women, young and old, oxen, sheep, and donkeys.” } On the
seventh day the city was a furnace for the Lord. “Only Rahab the harlot shall live, she and all that are with her in
the house.”\fn{A note reads: Joshua, Chapter 6, verse 17. For this NOAB has: “The city and all that is in it shall be devoted to the Lord
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for destruction. Only Rahab the prostitute and all who are with her in her house shall live because she hid the messengers we sent.” }

“And the Lord said unto Joshua, ‘fear not, neither be thou dismayed; take all the people of war with thee, and
arise, go up to Ai … And thou shalt do to Ai and her king as thou didst unto Jericho …’ And so it was, that all that
fell that day, both of men and women, were twelve thousand, even all the men of Ai.”\fn{ A note reads: Joshua, Chapter
8, verses 1-2 and 25. For this NOAB has: “Then the Lord said to Joshua, ‘Do not fear or be dismayed; take all the fighting men with you,
and go up now to Ai. See, I have handed over to you the king of Ai with his people, his city, and his land. You shall do to Ai and its king as
you did to Jericho and its king; only its spoil and its livestock you may take as booty for yourselves. Set an ambush against the city, behind
it.” … The total of those who fell that day, both men and women, was twelve thousand—all the people of Ai.” }

The pine trees cast their shadows on the courtyard of the Children of Resistance Orphanage in Tel al-Zaatar. A
green light filters through to the dining room. A sweet fragrance drifts in from the balconies and mingles with the
talk about the role of women in the Palestinian revolution, and about the children. We’re seated around the lunch
table, and it’s a quarter to three.
Here’s Qasim Aina, the Director of the orphanage, the Egyptian poet Zayn al-Abdin Fuaad, Dr. Fathiya alSaaudi and Anush, her Algerian friend. Zayn al-Abdin was due to leave the following day for Cairo. Pleased to be
going back to Egypt, he’s come to say goodbye. Anush wanted to know exactly where I stood on the feminist
issue. She belonged to a woman’s group preparing research papers on the position of women in the Third World,
and was working as a volunteer in the Palestinian revolution.
The workers had the day off, so the children were cleaning up and getting the dining room ready. The older
ones arranged the distribution of food to their younger brothers and sisters. Then they all went off to play in the
front yard.
The planes came from nowhere. The hands of the clock pointed to a quarter to three, and the planes came from
nowhere.
There was a noise like a frightful clap of thunder. The sun swooped down. The sky swooped down. The peace
was destroyed. Speech and food were all over the place. The specter of death and fire shut out the light of day and
created terror and despair.
We rushed to pick up the little ones who couldn’t yet walk very well and hurried the older ones down to the
shelter. As I hugged a child to my breast, I picked out the words,
“I don’t want to die! I don’t want to!”
“You’re not going to die. Death’s a long way away.”
I see terror in the eyes of the little ones. Two hundred children between the ages of one and seventeen. Time
marches slowly, like some fabulous beast threatening destruction to the innocent who aren’t aware of what’s
going on.
The city flows in my veins—its alleys, its old roofs, its trees, my friends and loved ones. As we stagger to the
shelter we’re drowned in the flames and smoke.
My mind wanders off by chance, as if to grope around the streets and look for people one by one, and ask
about my husband, Muhammad; and I wonder, where has death struck? I pull myself together.
“We must get the children away from the walls.”
“No. Let them be protected by the walls.”
“This is no shelter.” Qasim embraces the children with his hands, his eyes and his heart.
“If only they’d given us time to move the children up to the mountain.”
“But the other children in other quarters and camps of the city, where can they go?” I pick out the voices of
Jamila and Butros.
“They’re targeting their raids on the Sports Stadium and our area of Bir Hasan.”
The two young imps didn’t come down to the shelter with us; they’d gone to the upper floors to watch the
raids.
These children came to us, having narrowly escaped, as if by the distance between the blade of a knife and the
wound it makes, between the head and the body from which it is severed. They’ve come out from among the
pieces of torn flesh and limbs, from the seas of blood. They’ve plunged into the depths of death and come out to
us, frozen pieces of humanity, their faces expressing only terror or apathy.
Jihad was not yet a year old. For a whole year he offered no response to anything. The doctors were sure he
was retarded. He was transferred to the Children’s Deaf and Dumb Institute. Suddenly he came out with complete
sentences. Rashida Taha, the Director of the orphanage at that time, shed tears of joy when she told us the story.
We celebrated that day. Jihad was born anew.
Ahmad came to us with a swollen belly when he was eighteen months old. He’d been living on grass for a
week before people discovered him and brought him to us. A lorry took him to Damour. When the other
passengers got down, nobody claimed him. The will to live is stronger than death.
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When they drew pictures, they drew pictures of tanks and cannons, black airplanes, houses that had been
demolished, men who looked like crows. The black was very black. When they added color, they used deep red.
They painted blood on faces and on walls. Wounds were everywhere.
The older ones made up words, to the tune of a popular song:
We can drink water mixed with blood,
Tel al-Zaatar, O my beloved,
They envied me for your defiance.
At night, O Zaatar, at night.
We can eat lentils for all we care,
We can drink water mixed with blood, .
At night, O Zaatar, at night.

Then they’d sing:
What can I say?
What has happened to Beirut?
Beirut groans and weeps.
There are no longer houses there.
The rockets have destroyed the houses.
Mama, Children are dying.

It was no shelter.
“If a rocket falls behind us,” Fathiya said, “everything will be destroyed.”
The shelter was a cellar with windows near the ceiling at ground level. Part of the cellar served as a store. The
main room was used as a play area for the children on rainy days.
A rocket fell in the playground outside. The earth was ripped up and the glass of the windows in the building
shattered. Pipes burst and water poured into the main room. The air pressure was awful and the walls almost
caved in. The air pressed on our chests and deafened us. The turbulence built up with intervals of deceptive
tranquility. Dazed, we were thrown against the walls.
A group of little ones came to me for comfort. The children hung on to us—we’re their foster mothers. They
clung to our bosoms, our clothes, all around us. The planes went away only to return. Between one explosion and
another, time would return to normal. Seconds went by; minutes, hours. Little Ahmad asked me, his wide black
eyes fighting back tears:
“Are you scared?”
“The planes are a long way away.”
“But I’m scared. Not for myself, but for my brother and sister here.”
Two little children were flat against the wall. The girl wasn’t yet one year old and her brother was three. He
held her with his arms around her. I sat down on the floor and pulled the three of them to me. Ahmad went on
talking.
“My mother and father were working in Saudi Arabia. We came back to Tyre. Then there was the air raid and
they were killed. I love our home here but I’m scared they’ll destroy it. If they do where can I take my little
brother and sister?”
“Don’t be frightened. I’m not going to leave you.”
“You mustn’t die as well.” Little Najwa pulls at me.
“It’s most important. We mustn’t die.”
“We’re not going to die. The raid’s a long way away.”
“Where is it? It might be at the camp.”
We all burst into tears.
“I’m worried about Nazmi, my brother. He went to the camp yesterday to visit my grandfather and hasn’t come
back.”
Najwa’s a big girl, eight years old. Her grandfather, a man of about eighty, brought her with her brother,
Nazmi. We were standing at the gate bidding farewell to the Commander-in-Chief. Najwa crossed the ranks and
stood in front of him.
“Are you Abu Ammar?” she said. “I love you and I know you from your pictures.” Nazmi, hardly six years
old, interrupted her:
“Please, brother, take me and my sister; we don’t have any parents or home.” The grandfather added:
“I wander round offices and commando bases with them. The young men are generous, and let us eat and sleep
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with them.”
The children didn’t stop shouting and crying. There was no letup in the situation of total breakdown. Each of
us tried in turn to calm the children’s nerves, but terror was a wall of steel that we couldn’t pierce. We talked a lot
but it didn’t help. We shouted:
“You can hear the sound of our artillery fighting back.”
Then we sang a patriotic song, and that stopped the crying.
There was a change of atmosphere in this room packed with terror-stricken children. The rhythm of the song
worked like magic. The words were echoed on their lips. Blood returned to faces that had been drained of color.
We were vanquishing primitive fear.
When we finally came out of the sodden shelter, it was seven o’clock in the evening. We realized that we’d
absolutely have to move the children to Suq al-Gharb.\fn{ A note reads: Suq al-Gharb is a Lebanese town in the Shouf district
of the mountains of Lebanon.} Nobody knew what tomorrow had in store.
The noise of ambulances is the real noise of death. It’s what confirms its presence. The sirens of scores of cars
are heard everywhere. Evening turns into a funeral. The city turns its back on festivities. Its aspect has changed.
Four hours have altered the city. It now has the appearance of a wounded hero leaving the wrestling arena. Holes,
red mounds, burst pipes, and the rubble of buildings block the roads.
We turn off towards the Awzaci road. People are gathering around radio sets, or dashing to bakeries and other
shops to get what’s needed for the hard times ahead. Everybody’s rushing around looking for wounded relations.
Muhammad and Nazih are watching the raid from the balcony. Bombs fall and rip up everything that’s under
ground, churning up the red soil with bits of metal, water, parts of destroyed buildings, and bits of human flesh.
It’s all burnt and the ashes are tossed sky high and then thrown down again. The city’s drowned in flames and
smoke. Muhammad looks at me closely.
“The war’s begun, but it’s not like the other wars. They’ll open up the main front here.”
I don’t believe him. I don’t want to believe him.
There was a power cut. We had to make provision for the years of war. I took out the gas lamp and cleaned it.
In the evening light coming from the kitchen balcony, I discovered that it wasn’t working. I lit a candle and stood
gazing at the mountain.
The evening light was a mass of white and blue. Above Beit Meri, Brummana, and Bhamdoun it spread a
translucent mantle of spring brightness. Through it twinkled the lights overlooking Beirut, announcing the
beginning of the night. But it wasn’t a night like other nights. There was something different about everything—
even the songs that could be heard coming from radios on the balconies of our neighbors.
“We’re going to sleep in the hall,” I said, “It’s safer.”
“This is a different kind of war,” he commented, “it hasn’t been defined yet. Let’s go and look for our dead.
They don’t have any faces or names nowadays.”
In the candlelight I saw his face consumed with anger. He was breathing with difficulty, as if he were going to
burst.
99.17 Until The Entire Guard Has Passed\fn{by Lea Aini (1962-

)} Tel Aviv,

Israel (F) 4

From time to time he couldn’t resist leaning over the rail of the balcony to peer at the path leading to his house.
He still had some twenty minutes to wait, and the men didn’t usually arrive early, although Dr. Mashiah, the
dentist, was capable of popping up suddenly a quarter of an hour before the rest, eager as ever, his hat crumpled in
his hands.
He smiled to himself nervously, and turned to inspect the living room once more. The two heavy armchairs had
been moved against the wall, and the round table brought into the middle of the room, where the imitation-crystal
hanging lamp cast a slight shadow on the navel of the room. A woolen army blanket, old but freshly laundered,
was spread on the table meticulously. In the center, a new pack of cards stood to attention together with writing
paper and a fountain pen carefully filled with ink. On the footstool stood the old fan, poised and ready to rattle the
air.
He glanced at the blanket once again and then left the rail and hurried to the sideboard. His gaze darted among
the ornaments until he found what he was looking for. He placed a polished glass ashtray on the table and then
returned to the balcony, swallowing his excitement.
Passersby walked down the street with hands clasped behind their backs, and children scampered among them.
They sauntered down the street and back again. The intense heat of the Sabbath eve was still exhibiting lavish
signs of dying, and most of the men were clad only in white vests\fn{ T-shirts; a British synomym} and shorts. The
children jumped about barefoot. Old women sat on rickety chairs outside their houses, flapping in vain at the
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fetid, steamy air with flowery sweat-soaked handkerchiefs.
His wife came in and he turned again to inspect the room. Sophie, who was in the final months of her pregnancy, dragged the four tall chairs to the table and smoothed the blanket from time to time. He didn’t rush to help her.
Instead, he leaned his elbows against the blazing rail and watched her with concern.
Now she had only one house-dress left—all the others were too small and stifled her stomach. He glanced at
her belly, which stood out before her like a strange hill teeming with life, and a tiny thrill of delight ran about at
the base of his spine, like an animal with multiple slender legs. They had been married about three years, but had
decided not to have the child until they were properly established in the little carpentry workshop. And indeed,
only when the old women who spent the summer days glued to the walls of their houses began to greet the
meticulous and prompt carpenter and his delicate wife, hurrying to take him his meals even in the broiling midday
heat—it was only then that Sophie had wanted to conceive, and he willingly consented.
But the peak of social acceptance was when Baruch the upholsterer, to whom he sometimes brought furniture
frames for covering, suggested that he become the fourth hand in the traditional card game, which was an
established routine among several groups of players in the southern neighborhood. He remembered how his
fingernail reddened with excitement on the frame of the bare chair, and he couldn’t help wiping away his sweat
with the back of a hand powdered with itchy sawdust.
He was already sufficiently versed in the ways of the neighborhood to know that the upholsterer’s group,
which should really be called the dentist’s group, was the oldest and most respected. After Dario, the old porter at
the electrical appliances shop, succumbed to a fatal heart attack—there had been much gossip as to who would be
the fourth hand. The other member of the club was Samson the butcher, owner not only of his big shop with its
modern and sophisticated cold-storage facilities, and the empty lot near the school, but also of the grocery store
attached to the shop, which was leased to the tiny shopkeeper. Baruch the upholsterer was also known for
spending his spare time repairing vehicles that had been written off as wrecks. With admirable determination, he
often worked wonders, sending some rusty and wheezing old banger, bought with the limited savings of a soldier,
racing down the road like a wild colt, with hooves flailing and nostrils steaming.
But presiding over the club was none other than Dr. Mashiah, the widower dentist, who lived above his little
surgery and was widely respected for his gentle hands and modest fees. In particular, he earned the gratitude of
mothers, because at the start of the school year he would lecture the schoolchildren on proper brushing and
deficient nutrition. Not only that, but afterwards he would examine the mouths of the urchins free of charge.
Now Levi rubbed his callused hands with pleasure, and smoothed down his light shirt. Sophie had gone to
work in the kitchen and he again turned his back on the room, scanning the street anxiously.
Suddenly, a great fear crept, like a chilling blast of wind, onto his face, stiffening his sprouting stubble. The
heat was unbearable, but that wasn’t the problem. The game, which took place every Sabbath at the home of one
of the players, was to be held for the first time in his house, and he wondered how he would manage to get past
eleven o’clock. Usually the game finished at midnight, since all were early risers, but the critical time could be
expected to come an hour before this, and suddenly he was no longer confident of the fortune that had seemed to
smile on him till now.
Light taps on the door roused him, and he hurried to the entrance, greeting the old dentist with evident
pleasure. Gradually the others appeared, scrubbed and perfumed and wearing neat white shirts, rubbing their
broad hands together in keen anticipation, as if scenting a victorious run of cards. Sophie came in too, wearily
smiling, moving ponderously, to greet the guests and to pour cold water with lemon slices into glasses. Her neck
flushed at the compliments of the men on seeing her full stomach, infused with new life, and she made an effort
not to spill water on the tray in her delight, hurrying away to hide in the kitchen.
The host pressed the button of the fan which hummed softly, and they all took their places round the table. The
cards were distributed at first with slow deliberation, and then with growing momentum from round to round. The
dentist, who loved to sing to himself, soon began humming softly while he deftly sorted his cards, and the
butcher, though used to the distracting crooning, tried to set his fleshy face in a frown.
Levi smiled thinly and swiveled, in the intervals between his turns, to write down the names of the participants
in the order they were sitting. From time to time he stared at his hand, at the accordion of cards alternately
opening and closing, his heart singing the fourth verse. For two and a half hours the game proceeded smoothly, as
the small sums of money piled up alternately in front of the host and the butcher. The dentist, who was used to
losing because he was a poor player, didn’t seem unduly perturbed, and he continued with his soft humming,
although the upholsterer was visibly tense during the deal, and was often enraged at the sight of a desirable card
tossed casually to one of the others. At around ten o’clock Sophie appeared again, bearing a silver-plated tray
which exuded the smell of fresh baking, went away and returned with slices of moist cucumber, hard-boiled eggs
freckled with paprika, and red cubes of sweet watermelon. As one, the four men threw their cards on the table,
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moved their chairs back in anticipation, and hastily set about the food. Levi glanced at his wife with satisfaction,
seeing her sinking gently into one of the armchairs, her hands clasped contentedly around her stomach, reveling in
Dr. Mashiah’s sighs. The dentist was licking his thin and oily fingers like a child, before seizing another helping
of juicy watermelon.
“Well done, Sophie!” The plump butcher was complimenting her now, sugary saliva running down his solid
chin, his eyes moist with desire.
Only Baruch the upholsterer was bolting his food, as if eager to return to the table as quickly as possible and
recoup his losses.
When the refreshments had been consumed, Levi helped his wife rise from the armchair, a line of worry etched
between his eyes. Sophie ignored his look and approached with hands clasped to gather the dishes. When she
returned for the third time—now with cups of fragrant coffee on a little tray which had muddy pools gathering at
its edges—she was already fingering the tightly stretched button on her belly, and her movements were jerky.
“Perhaps you should go and rest, you look very tired!” suggested Dr. Mashiah, and she responded to his kindly
eyes with awkward gratitude.
“Yes, you should go and lie down,” said Levi, a cautious threat in his voice. Then he glanced knowingly at the
rectangular clock on the sideboard, expecting his wife, in extreme nervousness, to follow suit.
A soft pallor spread over Sophie’s face, and her lips were clenched. Now she thrust her hands into the big
pockets of her smock, stretching the tight cloth across her belly, which seemed to have swelled appreciably in the
last hour. She shrugged her shoulders, in vain ignoring the penetrating looks of her husband, until she blurted a
hasty “Goodnight” and all but fled from the room. The butcher, whose turn it was to deal, gathered the cards
towards him very slowly, his worried eyes still preoccupied with the strange disappearance of the hostess. As he
began shuffling the pack, he turned cautiously to the dentist, whose delicate fingers were tapping smoothly on the
blanket.
“Maybe her time has come?” he asked hesitantly, with a meaningful glance at the carpenter.
The dentist shook his head, smiled, and gathered up his cards eagerly. Impatient to start the game and annoyed
by the interruption, the upholsterer urged the carpenter, who was still a little stunned, to make up his mind and
throw down a card.
“Come on! Come on! Let’s get back to the game!” he urged, and Levi, startled, threw down one of his cards
without even noticing its value.
He wiped away his sweat and looked fearfully at the butcher, but the latter was already ordering his cards,
arranging his best sets, as usual, in the upper story, and, looking pleased with himself, he turned to seize the card
thrown down for him in telling haste.
“What’s true is true. A poker face you don’t have,” the dentist teased, enjoying the sight of the butcher’s
childish face, while humming melodiously.
The butcher’s hairy eyebrows rose for a moment in disdain, then he angrily ignored the words.
Levi took his eyes from them, but while still debating whether to peer at the clock again or to throw down
another card distractedly, he was forestalled by the first hand-clap, sharp and loud. He swallowed his saliva and
froze in mid-throw, even though it wasn’t his turn. A series of loud and harsh hand-claps came rolling down in the
wake of the first: a repetitive, staccato avalanche, assaulting the ears of the players. Trembling, he discarded a red
queen, and peered at the others, startled.
For the moment they weren’t troubled by it, with the exception of Baruch the upholsterer, who moved
uncomfortably in his chair, his lips pursed. After a few minutes he couldn’t restrain himself and he cried,
“That’s your crazy neighbor, right? Damn it! You can’t even play a quiet game of cards round here!”
“What crazy neighbor?” hummed the dentist in amusement.
The upholsterer threw down his superfluous card angrily and explained.
“My wife told me. The deaf old woman who lives upstairs, who hardly ever goes out. Three times a day she
claps her hands for half an hour—without stopping! I don’t understand how you can live here!” he uttered
resentfully, the newly drawn card conciliating his voice a little.
Levi struggled with his vocal chords, until he heard his metallic mumble creeping out somehow—“You get
used to it”—and then glanced sideways at the butcher, seeing the green number under the thick hair of his arm, lit
up for a moment in the light of the lamp as he reached to snatch up the card thrown down for him. Taking courage
he added,
“It’s because of the Germans. That’s what she told someone … told me.”
He didn’t know where his voice was coming from, but his lips continued to form the words.
“The convent where she hid during the war was close to the SS headquarters. Every time the guard on patrol
passed near the place, the nuns taught the frightened children to clap their hands until the entire guard had
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passed,” he whispered, flushed with shame. He looked again at the butcher, desperate for his understanding, but
he only lifted dull eyes to the lamp, shrugged his powerful shoulders and said dismissively:
“Nobody came out in one piece.”
He hurriedly lowered his eyes in time, making an effort to decide which of his cards to throw down, but not
one of his cards matched the others. For a moment he stared at the jumbled sets, and then closed the colored fan,
as if by doing so he could stop his ears as well. The dentist hummed sadly and laid a short set of clubs on the
table.
“It isn’t so bad,” he said. “I have a patient, an Auschwitz survivor, who’s completely round the bend.”
He launched into a lengthy story, but Levi could hear only the beating of his heart, pursuing in vain the tempo
of the hand-claps, as stiff and as rhythmic as boots thudding on a parade ground. The upholsterer, whose luck had
improved somewhat, waved aside the distraction impatiently, again urging the others to concentrate on the game.
Gradually the clapping subsided and faded, as it had begun—out of nothing. The clock ticked on to midnight,
and the dentist rose from his chair, stretching gracefully, despite the considerable sum he had lost. The
upholsterer, gratified by his victory, was still poring over the score. When he found that the butcher was in fact the
overall winner, he glowered, but began to share out the profits fairly. Now they all rose and went out to the
balcony. The butcher stuffed the bank notes into his pocket with obvious impatience, and hung back a little from
the others.
The heat had subsided now, but the air was still humid and leaden, barely stirred by the lazy, intermittent gusts
of wind rising from the sea. The dentist tried to take a few deep breaths, but the experiment only elicited a sour
grimace from the upholsterer, who was wiping the sweat from the nape of his neck with a handkerchief.
At last the guests began to take their leave of the host, and the last to shake his rather tense hand was the
dentist. His handshake was soft and consoling, like a woman’s, and his eyes were kind.
“Tell Sophie that we enjoyed the meal very much, and many thanks. Next week—at my house, don’t forget,”
he warned, taking his pale blue hat from the hook and softly closing the door behind him.
Levi’s polite smile disappeared at once. Slowly he shuffled towards the living room, seeing the heap of cards
on the table, the blanket which had slipped slightly, and the ashtray, black with watermelon pips. The coffee cups
were encrusted with muddy grounds, and the lamp glared tastelessly. He switched off the light and the fan, and
stepped dejectedly to the kitchen. Like an automaton he took two ice cubes from the freezer, found the little
kitchen towel, wrapped the ice in the soft material, and turned to the bedroom.
Sophie was sprawled on the bed, her pallor melted into cold sweat, her hands hanging limp at her sides. Her
large belly towered above her, concealing most of her neck from him. He approached the bed, trying in vain to
dispel the wave of nausea that had assailed him, and turned over his wife’s hands.
Sophie let him do this, as if she were a doll. The palms of her hands were red and hot, her flesh tingling like
roasted meat. He enclosed a dripping ice cube in each of her tormented fists, and wrapped them both in the towel.
Then he moved away from her and sat on the end of his bed, his back turned to her. From behind him he heard the
whisper of the ice in her hands, and the rasping of the towel in turns.
Sophie’s voice was hoarse.
“Did they say anything?” Long minutes passed before he found an answer, deep in his seared throat:
“What do you think …” he began harshly. Then he withdrew a little, trying to sound casual as he added,
“They talked about the neighbor. I think they believe it.”
Sophie didn’t answer, and he knew from the sound of her frantic breathing that tears were streaming down her
cheeks. Still he didn’t turn round.
“I’ve asked you before,” she began again in turmoil, “I’ve asked you before to tie me up, bind my hands with
rope, with steel wire … at least when there are people here.” He uttered a scornful sigh and half-turned towards
her.
“And what will you do instead? Beat your head against the wall?” His shoulders rose and fell wearily.
“No, we’ve discussed it before. You’re better off clapping your hands, that way at least you’re not doing
yourself any harm, they can think what they like.”
Sophie began to wail like an abandoned cub, the towel making its way from her chilled hands to her wet face.
“Stop it! Stop it, that’s enough!” he pleaded in despair.
“But it was so, so important to you … to be the fourth hand and—” she choked.
“I don’t give a damn,” he snorted, but his eyes were wandering.
“And what’s going to happen, what’s going to happen when the baby is born,” she panted, gasping for breath.
“How will he sleep? I’m a madwoman, a mad mother. I’d be better off dead!”
She was groaning now, harried by spasms of weeping. He rose stiffly, wrenched the damp towel from her face,
and then, without any intending to, his hand shot out like an arrow and slapped her cheek. Sophie’s head slumped
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forward at once, lifeless, but a powerful shudder racked her stomach, and then her weeping resumed, soft and
moaning.
“Quiet now, be quiet.”
He straightened her trembling legs, raising the light blanket from her dominant, overweening belly, which was
all-consuming. Sophie curled up in the bed, her hands limp on her chest, her breathing still irregular.
“Go to sleep. That’s enough for today. We’ll sort it out,” he concluded angrily.
He returned to his bed and continued sitting with his back to her for some time, until he realized she was
asleep. He turned cautiously, and began to undress. When he slipped into bed, he momentarily clutched her hand,
soft as a cotton-wool cloud, intending to put it to his mouth. But he changed his mind, and the hand sank back
sleepily and powerlessly onto the bed. He laid his aching head on the pillow, listening to her faint breathing.
A yellow moon shone at the window, and by its light he could see the mighty belly, teeming with life.
Suddenly it seemed to him he could hear the breathing of the embryo too, tiny and rapid. He smiled to himself,
remembering what Dr. Mashiah had told him once.
“At this stage,” the dentist had told him, “he’s already smiling and frowning—even sucking a thumb! There’s
no doubt,” he concluded pleasantly, “he’s going to be a fine, healthy boy!”
A thrill of thin pleasure tickled him, its thousand feet wandering along his spine. Calmly he closed his eyes,
slowly dreaming of his baby, and he is already as he himself was in his infancy. Plump and soft-haired, laughter
rolling from his mouth, with two pearly teeth blocking a pink and greedy tongue.
Sophie, close by him, distracted and sweating, clapping her hands to death. Fear reigns in her face, in the
stamping black boots and the claws of the Alsatians. But look at the child, he too is clapping a soft, unsteady hand
against its partner, clumsily, without coordination, and starting to dance around in his new white shoes. His
mother is very far from him, but he—his tongue hanging from his mouth in a bold and spirited laugh, his head
giddy and spinning—for a long time he turns and turns, clapping and clapping, until the entire guard has passed.
275.140 Excerpt from Dancing Arabs\fn{by Sayed Kashua (1975- )} Tira, Central District, Israel and Palestine (M)
10
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I was always looking for the keys to the cupboard. I looked for them every time Grandma went to visit the
home of another old woman in the village who had died. The old brown cupboard was like a locked trunk with a
treasure inside—diamonds and royal jewels. One morning, after another night when I’d sneak into her bed
because I was too scared to fall asleep, I saw her take the key out of a hidden pocket she’d sewn in one of her
pillows.
Grandma handed me the key and asked me to take her prayer rug out of the cupboard for her.
I leaped out of bed at once. What had come over her? Was she really letting me open the cupboard? I took the
key, and as soon as I put it in the lock, Grandma said,
“Turn it gently. Everything is rusty by now.”
White dresses were hanging in one section, and in the other were shelves with towels, folded sharwals,\fn
{Loose-fitting cloth trousers} and stockings. No underpants. Grandma didn’t wear underwear, just sharwals.
The sheepskin prayer rug was on the bottom shelf. She’d made it herself: bought the sheep on ‘id el-fitr,
skinned it, salted it, and dried it in the sun. On the top shelf she’d put an enormous blue suitcase, the one she’d
taken on her hajj a few years earlier.
What’s she got in there? I wondered. Maybe a few more of those policemen’s outfits, like the ones she brought
back to us from Mecca.
I pulled the rug off the shelf and spread it out on the spot where Grandma always said her prayers. She would
pray sitting down, because by then it was hard for her to kneel for so long.
Grandma lives with us. Actually, we live with her. She has her own room, with her own bathroom and a basin
for washing her hands before saying her prayers, and she never passes through the living room or the kitchen. The
way she sees it, anyone who wants her has to go into her room.
She would never dream of invading Mother’s territory. And if my parents would rather not talk to her, that’s
fine too; she has no intention of striking up a conversation. It used to be her house once, until my father, her only
son, took it over, added a few rooms, got married, and had kids of his own.
Of Grandma’s four grandsons, I was the only one who would crawl into bed with her. I almost never slept in
the room I shared with my brothers. I’d always wait for my parents to fall asleep, and then, very very quietly, I’d
sneak into Grandma’s room, into her bed.
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She knew I was afraid—of thieves, of the dark, of monsters. She knew that with her I felt protected, and she
never told me not to come, never said, Don’t crawl into bed with me anymore, even though it was a twin bed and
more than thirty years old.
Every morning I’d wake at dawn, when Grandma would be saying her prayers. I’d never seen the key. She’d
never asked me to bring her anything from the cupboard. When she finished praying that morning, she turned to
me.
“Did you see where I hide the key? You’re the only one I’m telling, and I want you to promise me not to tell
anyone else till the day I die. Then you’ll open the cupboard and tell your aunts—they’re bound to come here
when I’m dead—that all the equipment is in the blue bag. You understand? They mustn’t use anything except that
equipment. Promise?”
I promised.
“And it’s time you stopped being afraid. Such a smart boy, what are you afraid of? Hurry up, off to your room
before your parents wake up.”
Now I’m the one in charge of Grandma’s death. She must know something I don’t. Otherwise, what would she
need death equipment for? And what is death equipment anyway?
*
After that morning when Grandma told me where the key was hidden, I started racing home every recess. I
only had five minutes, but we lived really close to the school. When the bell rang, I could hear it from our house,
and I always made it back to class before the teacher had covered the distance from the teachers’ room. I was
never late.
I was the best student in the class, the best in the whole fourth grade. Every time I ran home, I imagined my
grandmother lying in her twin bed with her four daughters standing over her, weeping and singing the very same
songs they sang when Uncle Bashir, Aunt Fahten’s husband, died or when Uncle Shakker, Aunt Ibtissam’s
husband, died. I knew I mustn’t miss Grandma’s death, and I always prayed that I’d make it back before they
buried her. I had to get there in time to tell them about the blue suitcase. I had to tell them about the death
equipment. Nobody knew where the key was, not even my father, her only male offspring.
At night, I continued sneaking off to Grandma’s bed and sleeping beside her. But instead of being afraid of the
dark, of thieves, and of dogs, I started being afraid that the woman next to me would die. Her large body no longer
gave me a feeling of security.
From that point on, I started sleeping with her to protect her. I would wake up very often, holding my breath
and putting the back of my hand to her mouth. So long as I could feel the warm air, I knew—Not yet; death hasn’t
come yet.
Grandma didn’t mention the blue bag of death equipment again, as if she’d forgotten all about it, as if her
death wasn’t on her mind anymore. Then, at some point in fifth grade, between winter break and spring break,
when I dashed home during recess as usual, Grandma wasn’t there.
Grandma rarely left her room unless someone had died. And when she did, it took her a long time to return.
Without thinking twice I walked over to the pillow. Genlyy, without moving it, I pushed my hand into the
secret pocket and pulled out the key. I remembered Grandma saying that everything was rusty, so I turned the key
slowly and carefully. That’s all I needed—for it to break off in the lock.
The things in the cupboard were just as they had been, as if nothing had changed: the rug, the white dresses,
the sharwals. No underpants, only stockings. I couldn’t reach the top shelf.
I took off my shoes, placed one foot on the shelf with the rug and the other one on the sharwal shelf, and
managed to open the metal locks of the blue suitcase with one hand. I could hardly see what it held, but I could
feel towels. What, only towels? Is that the death equipment: towels? But the whole house is fill of towels. Since
when are there special death towels?
I ran to the kitchen to get a chair and stood on it. Just then I heard the bell. Another lesson was starting, but I
was not going to run straight back this time. Let them mark me absent. I’d say I had a stomachache. They’d
believe me because I’m a good student.
I forgot about the bell and focused on the suitcase. Up on the chair I could reach it much more easily. I
mustered all my strength before lifting it, but the suitcase was much lighter than I’d imagined. For some reason,
I’d expected the death equipment to be heavy.
I put the suitcase down on Grandma’s bed and studied its contents. The towels on top were meticulously
folded. I took them out, one by one, making a mental note of the position of each one so I could replace it exactly.
There were five of them. Underneath was a large piece of white fabric with the word Mecca written on it. My
grandma must want them to use this cloth for her shroud. Underneath, there were dozens of bars of soap, all made
in Mecca. There were perfume and hand cream too, a pair of tweezers still in its wrapping, scissors, and a new
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hairbrush. I didn’t know that the death equipment was toiletries. I was very disappointed. Is this what I was
missing agriculture class for—soaps and towels?
Now that all the equipment was out of the suitcase, I saw it was lined with newspapers. I was sure they were
just there to protect the equipment from humidity, but before I had a chance to put the toiletries back inside, my
eyes fell on a picture in one of the papers. It was all written in Hebrew, and I hadn’t learned Hebrew well enough
yet to read a paper, but in the newsprint I saw a small faded passport photo of a young man looking at me.
My hands froze.
It was a picture of my father. True, he looked much younger. I’d never seen a picture of him at that age, but I
could swear it was my father.
I lifted the paper, and underneath it were many more newspapers using that old passport photo. All of them
were in Hebrew, and in class we were still plodding through
“Who is this? This is Father. Who is this? This is Mother.”
I made up my mind: I’ve got to learn Hebrew. I’ve got to be able to read a Hebrew newspaper.
I rummaged some more and found dozens of postcards hidden underneath. These were in Arabic. I recognized
my father’s handwriting right away: beautiful and rounded, like a drawing. My father had been the best student in
Tira. I’d always wanted to be like him. I pulled out a postcard and read:
Dear Bashir,
How is my sister Fahten? I hope everything is well with you. I am fine, thank goodness. Tell Mother to stop crying. I
will be released soon. Give my love to Sharifa, Fahten, Ibtissam, Shuruk, and the children.
P.S. There are a few things I would like Mother to bring on her next visit a notebook, two pencils, a pair of socks,
and two pair of underpants.
Yours,
Your brother Darwish

There were many red triangles on the postcard, with some Hebrew writing inside them, and on the back was a
black-and white picture of a girl soldier eating a falafel.\fn{A deep-fried ball or patty made from ground chickpeas, fava
beans, or both, served in a pita} Another bell went off. They were breaking for recess, and class would be starting again
soon.
I quickly arranged the postcards and the papers the way they were before, put all the equipment back in the
suitcase, and placed the suitcase back on the top shelf. After locking the cupboard, I pushed the key into the
hidden pocket, and within two minutes I had returned the chair to the kitchen, put my shoes on, locked the front
door, and was running back to class.
On my way, I saw a funeral. I spotted my grandmother. It was Abu Ziad who had died, our neighbor, whose
grandson Ibrahim was in my class.
My grandmother couldn’t stand the sight of Abu Ziad. As for me, I couldn’t stand the sight of Ibrahim.
2
One day when my father was a young man, he was sitting on the bed and listening to the radio.
“I don’t know what he was listening to,” Grandma says, “but all of a sudden he gave out a ‘Yes!’ and jumped
to the ceiling. Where did he take the strength from? He literally flew through the air. It gave me a fright, and I
said, ‘In the name of Allah the Merciful, what happened to you, yamma?”
My father didn’t answer. Grandma says he had a smile on his face, the likes of which she’d never seen before,
and he packed a bag at once, kissed her, and said he was returning to Jerusalem.
A few hours later, the A-Daula—the State—arrived at our door. There must have been a hundred soldiers and
policemen. Grandma was alone in the house. My four aunts were married already.
“They searched every corner of the house. They had instruments that beeped, and they ran them over every
stone. They turned the cupboards upside down, and the beds too. I said to them, ‘Tell me what you’re looking for,
and maybe I can help you,’ but they didn’t answer. They went through every page in your father’s books, took
some of them, and left others behind. They went through his papers too. Then they started on the garden, digging
up every inch.”
They’d been searching for weapons, of course, but she didn’t figure that out until after they’d left.
“I knew something had happened to him. I begged them to tell me if my son was all right, to tell me what had
happened, but they didn’t answer.”
Grandma says my father never gave her so much as a single moment of peace. Ever. Grandma loves him very
much. She says she loves him more than she loves herself. She was so keen for him to study at the university, she
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did everything she could to get him the tuition, the rent, and the spending money. She worked like two men, and
everything she earned was for him.
He lacked for nothing. Nobody would have guessed he was fatherless. He was the cleanest child in the class,
the best-looking in the school. His clothes were always neat and ironed.
My grandma says he would go to school like a prince. Everyone envied him. Lots of kids beat up on him, and
Grandma would head straight for their homes and shout at them and their par ents. Anyone who tried to pull
anything with my father knew he’d have my grandma to answer to.
He was the best student. He studied a lot. Every night he’d sit up and study by candlelight, and when our
neighbor would start singing—she loved to do that right in the middle of the night—he would light the kerosene
heater so the noise would drown out her voice. He paced the fields with his books in hand and got the highest
grades.
On graduation day my Uncle Bashir, Allah yerakhamu, waited for him at the gate, and as soon as the ceremony
was over he lifted my father up high, seated him on his shoulders, and danced all the way home. Uncle Bashir was
a hero. He was broad as a camel. Barely made it through the door.
You couldn’t tell that my father had no brothers and no father to take care of him. Even when she had no
money for food, Grandma would buy him any book he asked for. She also bought him an expensive bike.
She didn’t want anyone thinking she was poor. She’d always tell me how she used to stuff plastic bags into the
quilts, so her neighbors would think there was money rustling inside. No one could figure out how a widow who
worked as a fruit picker could have money, but she just always said, God provides.
And then everything came tumbling down around her: her son, her investment, his studies. Even Grandma
didn’t know where he was. They said he was with the army. She couldn’t sleep till she saw him. Uncle Bashir and
Uncle Shakker—Aunt Ibtissam’s husband—helped her comb every prison in the country. They didn’t have a car,
so they had to take buses. First they were told he was in Maskubieh, then in Ramla, then in Shatta, in Damon, in
Beersheba.
Only two weeks later did she see him being taken to the detention center. She says she cried and screamed. He
seemed smaller than usual, and he looked hungry. She always used the same words to describe what had happened
there, and she’d always hold her white handkerchief in her hand, lifting it and lowering it at a mourner’s pace, as
if she’d filled it with sand and was pouring the sand over her head.
“They’re killing you, yamma. Did they beat you? What have they done to you, yamma, ya habibi?”
Grandma says that was just the beginning. She didn’t have money for bus fare, so she started borrowing from
my aunts to make the weekly trip, every Friday. She didn’t miss a single visit, and she went for every remand.
She didn’t understand what they were saying. She just wanted to see him again, to know he was all right. She
would never forgive herself if she missed even a single opportunity to see him. And she never went emptyhanded. Always took him something to eat or something to wear, so he wouldn’t get the idea that she was lacking
for anything.
Her legs grew weaker. Her joints turned to soap, and she began using a cane. My father had been remanded yet
again, without any evidence being produced. It was the Shabak, the General Security Service, that had demanded
those remands, and the material was classified. All they said was
“Dangerous, dangerous.”
It’s known as administrative detention. They took him to a different detention center each time and never bothered to let Grandma know. She would have to go to great lengths to find out he’d been transferred, for example,
from Shatta prison to Damon prison.
She learned the ropes in no time. She developed ties with Arab members of the Knesset, the ones people
referred to as Druze dignitaries and Arab dignitaries. She wrote to all the newspapers. Every week she’d send out
letters to all of them, written for her by people in the village who had a nice hand writing. She dictated: Give me
my son back. I have nothing in the world except him. You’re killing me.
Sometimes one of her letters appeared in print. She kept all of them in the blue suitcase. She’d go to different
villages in the Galilee and meet with anyone she thought could help: mayors, mukhtars, Druze clergymen. Time
and time again, she’d visit them. She’d make them write letters to judges, to the police, to the government.
“All he did was go to study,” she’d explain to them. “They’re just jealous. Those goddamn bastards informed
on him, because he’s the best-looking, the smartest.”
My father wasn’t scared. He knew Gamal Abdel Nasser would get him out. And he didn’t get worked up about
the way they treated him in the interrogations—the beatings and all. Sometimes later, when he watched television,
he’d recognize one of the guys who questioned him. There were lots of well-known people about whom he could
say,
“That guy hit me once.” To this day, he still rubs his hand up and down his cheek as he says it.
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Father did everything he could to get out of jail. Once he cried for hours to convince the wardens that he had a
toothache, just so they’d take him to the hospital. Father says the sonofabitch dentist knew there was nothing
wrong with him but pulled one of his teeth anyway, without an anesthetic.
“It was worth it just to get out for a while,” he always says.
In the album there’s one picture of my father sitting with someone on a high balcony. They’re wearing heavy
jackets and their hands are buried inside. They’re freezing, struggling hard to warm up. Father says they sat on
that balcony on the day of the Battle of Karama and counted the helicopters transferring wounded soldiers from
Jordan to Hadassah hospital, he and his friend Halil from Tur’an.
They were both detained for the same incident, but he didn’t tell us what it was. It said in the papers that they’d
bombed the university cafeteria, but Father says the papers always lie. Fact is, the day he was released, he bought
a copy of Ha’aretz and it said that, according to Moshe Dayan, the student they’d detained posed a tangible threat
to state security and was not going to be released in the foreseeable future.
My father was released pretty quickly. It took Halil seventeen years. He was given a life sentence, but the
Ahmad Jibril prisoner exchange saved him.
A few days after Hall was released, Father loaded the four of us in the backseat, and we set out on the long trip
north to Tur’an, Halil’s village. Father asked people where Halil lived. Some of them said they didn’t know,
because there was this crazy “rabbi” of theirs, Kahana, who promised to make sure the released prisoners were
sent back to jail, so people were afraid to talk. People in Tur’an had a strange accent, and all of us laughed at them
behind their backs because they stressed their k’s.
Father and Halil exchanged long hugs and kisses. I’d never seen such kissing. Halil didn’t know we’d be
coming, and his mother was pretty frightened to see us there all of a sudden. But then they said we were all one
family, that Halil and my father were like brothers, and they invited us to stay the night. Halil and his whole
family had that strange Tur’an accent too. We could hardly make out what they were saying.
While we were there, Father said that he and Halil and one other student from Jaljulya had once rented a house
in Jerusalem from Rehavam Ze’evi’s mother. Ze’evi was commanding officer of Central Command at the time.
He was well-known for his right-wing philosophy, and everyone called him by his nickname, Gandhi. When his
mother opened the door she said, “I’m Gandhi’s mother. You must have heard of him?” and the guy from Jaljulya
answered, “Sure, Gandhi the Indian,” and the two of them—Father and Halil—couldn’t stop laughing.
Gandhi was married by then, and my father got his room. He says the library in that room was really
something; he took a few books of revisionist philosophy by Jabotinsky.\fn{ 1880-1940, born in Ukraine} There were
lots of war books too. His mother was nice and only asked them to make sure the neighbors didn’t find out they
were Arabs. My father says she must be dead by now. She was very old even then, and used to volunteer at
Shaarei Tsedek hospital every day, cutting gauze.
After the Six-Day War they left Gandhi’s mother’s house, and when the army opened the way into the Old
City, Father and Halil were among the first to go visit the Dome of the Rock. Father says they were very
disappointed, because they’d been expecting to see a holy rock suspended over the mosque. Later, my father
became a Communist and started distributing the party paper in the village when he went back there on weekends.
My father believed in Trotsky, in Lenin, in the Russians, in Yuri Gagarin, and in Valentina. He still remembers
whole speeches by Nasser and can recite them by heart, even though there was only one radio in the village back
then and everyone had to crowd around it to listen. To this day, the phrases ‘In the name of the nation’ and ‘In the
name of the people’ are my father’s favorites.
My mother loved Nasser too. She was in high school when he died, and she always tells us how they carried a
mock coffin through the village and held a mock funeral. My grandmother says the Jews put poison in his cigarettes. That he didn’t just die, the way they say, it had all been planned.
My father says there’s no comparing Nasser and Sadat. The day Sadat was killed, we were on our way home
from Tulkarm. They announced it on the radio, and Father laughed. He said it was about time. He couldn’t understand why Egypt had stopped fighting in ’73. He even named my older brother Sam, after the Russian SAM
missiles the Egyptians used in the October war.
My father says Golda Meir had been on the verge of agreeing to surrender. It was all because of that
sonofabitch King Hussein. Too bad Nasser didn’t have him killed, my father says, and then he puts on an
Egyptian accent and tells us how Nasser once said that Hussein was a dog: You step on his tail in London to make
sure he’ll bark in Amman.
My father doesn't understand how my brothers and I came out the way we did. We can’t even draw a flag. He
says kids much smaller than us walk through the streets singing “P-L-0—Israel, no!” and he shouts at us for not
even knowing what PLO stands for.
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My parents got up early for work. My mother was first. Since I was always up before my brothers, I was in
charge of getting the morning groceries: a loaf of bread and 100 grams of hard cheese.
The grocery store was just across the way, but I preferred to run the errand as early as possible, because I
didn’t want to be stuck with the Gazazweh, the workers from Gaza, who showed up there every morning. I almost
always did get stuck with them, though, and even the few times when I arrived early enough, I’d see them getting
off their buses just as I was leaving. Their buses stopped right near the store, engines still running, and the
workers would swoop down by the dozen. The store would fill up completely, with a long line outside too.
I hated the Gazazweh because everyone hated them; I was afraid they’d kidnap me. They looked to me like
ordinary people, and they never bothered anyone, but my grandma’s stories about all the children who
misbehaved, and whose parents sold them to the Gazazweh, had me really scared. I always saw myself getting on
one of their red buses and standing in line with them outside the grocery store.
You’d only see them early in the morning when it was still dark outside, because they weren’t supposed to be
moving about in the daytime. They came to buy food, and then they’d vanish as if they’d never been there, as if
there were no Gazazweh in the world.
When I returned with the groceries, Father was always in the bathroom. That’s where he’d smoke his morning
cigarette, which he’d put out in the cup of coffee he had in there. I always went in after him and removed the cup
with the cigarette butt.
A bathroom, after someone has had coffee and a cigarette in it, has a special smell. My father had a special
smell. I know that smell of morning in the bathroom, know it very well. It wasn’t unpleasant. I liked it. I hardly
saw Father in the morning because, right after his cigarette and coffee, he’d take his plastic lunch box with the
sandwiches Mother had made for him and leave for work.
My father worked in a place he used to refer to as the packinghouse or Kalmaniyya. I didn’t know what it
meant, but I assumed my father picked fruit.
Jamal, our Hebrew teacher in grade school, never tired of telling us about the fruit pickers. We spent more time
hearing him talk about fruit picking than about Hebrew. He kept yelling that we’d wind up as fruit pickers.
“Like donkeys,” he’d say. “You’ll leave home at six in the morning and get back late at night.”
He happened to like me, the teacher Jamal. I was the best student in the class, and I did what I could to keep
from becoming a fruit picker. But I was convinced nothing would help. My grandma had worked as a fruit picker,
my father was a fruit picker, and I figured I’d become one too.
I felt sorry for Father and hoped that the teacher Jamal didn’t know he worked at fruit picking too, leaving the
house at 6 A.M. and returning late at night. Father had been the best student in his class too, and he had the nicest
handwriting.
Unlike Father, Grandma talked a lot about her work as a fruit picker. She told us about Abu Ziad, our neighbor,
who used to take the neighborhood widows in his pickup and let them off at the Mehadrin groves, where they’d
alternate between picking oranges and picking pistachio nuts. She worked barefoot and liked to show us the
cracked and hardened soles of her feet as proof.
“Morning to night,” she always told us. “Rain or shine, day in and day out, for one shilling a day.”
Grandma did all this for her children, but especially for Father, her only, son, so he could study. But he
destroyed it all and broke her heart.
“It wasn’t the fruit picking that finished off my legs and my back, but the grief your father gave me. God bless
him, I have no one in the world besides him.”
My grandmother started picking fruit after her husband was killed in the war. She was left on her own with
four daughters and one son, who was two months old when he lost his father. Grandma always tells people how
eagerly her husband had waited for a son, and when she tells this story she always takes the edge of her head scarf
and dabs at a tear in her left eye. She was a hero in those days. When the Jews bombed Tira, she put her baby on a
stack of wheat and bent over him.
“I told myself it would be better if the shell hit me and not my son. As if it would have made any difference. It
would probably have killed both of us anyway.”
I tried to picture my grandma younger, but I couldn’t. I always saw her as an old woman, just the way I knew
her, with her faltering legs and her white dress, lying on top of that crying baby who didn’t know he had no father,
and I could picture the shells falling beside her in the wheat fields of Tira, and how only by some miracle she
wasn’t hurt. She gets up, grabs the baby, runs a little farther (until the plane comes back to drop some more
bombs), and falls to the ground again. My grandma always says that if war breaks out we mustn’t stay inside the
house because it’ll collapse on top of us. And we mustn’t turn on the light. We’d better hide among the trees.
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I loved picturing the wheat fields that my grandma used to talk about. I loved picturing the baidar too, the silo,
and the people gathered there like it was an important holiday, tossing the wheat in the air with their pitchforks, so
the grain would fall in one heap and the chaff would fly in the wind and form a separate one.
They used to be rich once. Three camels, carrying all sorts of valuable goods, would take the wheat and the
vegetables from their fields in el-Bassah back to the house. They’d paid a shilling for each camel. Grandpa and
Grandma had cows and horses too, and a trained dog that always sat on the balcony, to pro tect the poultry from
the cats, and never tried to go indoors.
My grandpa was very smart. He could read and write, and he had a nice handwriting. But the schools back
then weren’t like the ones we have today. Otherwise, he would have studied medicine and become a doctor.
Grandma says she could have become an engineer if they’d sent her off to study, but girls didn’t go to school in
her day.
We always believed her when she said this. We thought she’d have made a good engineer. And the truth is,
even though she never studied anything, she was a skillful card player, could do math—addition and subtraction
—and knew where each plot of land ended and the next one began.
My grandpa, who had a little mustache, like he has in the only picture of him in Grandma’s room, was a hero, a
strong man who had fought against the Jews, but he died at the entrance to his own home just as he was picking
some grapes. All he said was “Allah” and fell over. He’d taken a bullet. Grandma didn’t understand why he’d
fallen.
“I told him, Get up, ya zalameh, come on, get up. What’s the matter with you?” She thought he was just
pretending.
Grandma says Grandpa is a shahid, and there are anemones growing in the spot where he bled. She says Abu
Ziad was eaten by worms when he died, but they didn’t go near my grandfather. That’s how it is: A shahid’s body
doesn’t rot. It stays just the way it was.
4
My father was the first person in our neighborhood to buy a VCR. It was big and heavy, made of metal. The
cassettes were different back then, short and thick. When we first got it, all our relatives dropped by. They came to
congratulate us and brought bags of rice and big packets of coffee, and Father would put on The Black Samurai
and Amar Akbar Anthony, an Indian film starring Amitabh Bachchan, about three brothers who are separated at
birth after a bad guy kills their father. They’re united in the end, and they get even with all the bad guys.
My father once brought home a movie called The Aden Hafla. We watched it over and over and over. The
whole family would sit in front of the TV, watching it together. Grandma would sit closest, because her eyesight
wasn’t what it used to be.
There were children with kaffiyehs and pistols, and musicians, and singers and poets. We knew the songs by
heart. There was a little girl who sang her father a song before he went off to war, and Grandma would always
wipe away a tear. Everyone would make the V-sign with their fingers before they got up to perform.
Father’s friends came specially to watch the film. They cracked sunflower seeds and peered at the screen.
Father always laughed at them when they didn’t recognize someone.
“What’s with you? That’s Abu-Jihad,” or
“You don’t know who Mahmoud Darwish is?!” Once this friend of his thought that Al-Fakahani was the name
of a grocer in Beirut, and Father made him leave.
At night he’d give the cassette to Grandma, and she’d hide it in her chicken coop. My mother couldn’t stand
Grandma’s chickens, with the dirt they made, and the noise. There was a major battle between them because of
those chickens, and they stopped talking to each other for a pretty long time. Me, I was all for Grandma's
chickens. One day my mother burned down the small coop with the Aden Hafla tape inside. Father got mad and
stormed off to play cards.
The next day, Father didn’t come home from work. There were no phones back then, and Mother and Uncle
Bashir took the Agrexco jeep and went looking for him. All my aunts arrived and started crying. I could hear them
talking about fliers, about Land Day, and about detention.
Grandma spent the whole night on a straw mat under the eucalyptus trees in front of the house, crying and
waiting. Mother didn’t come home either; Grandma said she was with Father but didn’t say where that was.
The next day, my brothers and I stayed home from school. I sat on the mat under the tree with Grandma. She
kept swaying. Her eyes were red and swollen, and she fixed them on the farthest point down the road. Whenever a
car would drive up, she’d stop swaying and stiffen. She followed each car with her eyes until it had gone by, and
then she’d go back to swaying and staring.
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Mother wanted to cut down the eucalyptus trees outside our house. She said they made a lot of dirt, and the
entrance to the house looked ugly because of them. Grandma said that cutting them down would be a disaster,
because eucalyptus trees contain a wali, a holy spirit who guards the home and the village. She told us how
Grandpa’s father, Sheikh Ahmad, used to stand beside the eucalyptus trees and talk with the rebels in Jaffa and in
the mountains. He would warn them against the Jews, telling them where they were hiding and which route was
safest.
Two days later, my father was released from detention. They’d picked him up at a roadblock on his way to a
demonstration in Taiyiba. They’d searched the car and found the fliers.
With the stubble on his cheeks, he looked very different. Grandma hugged him and kept on crying.
“When will you learn, yamma, ya habibi?”
5
I’d always known there would be a war. When I was little, my brothers and I dug trenches in the grove of fruit
trees behind our house. We dug with our hands, which were small. We couldn’t dig very deep, because pretty soon
we hit ground that was too hard, and our attempts to soften it with water didn’t help.
We wanted to dig large trenches around the entire house, so we could hide there when the shooting started.
Trenches that we could stand up straight in, and only Grandma and Father and Mother would have to bend over.
We filled plastic bags with sand and stacked them to form a wall, just the way Grandma said they did in the war,
but the bags didn’t last. They fell apart within days.
Once Father took us up to another village, Ya’bad, to meet some people who worked with him in the
packinghouse. They had a car with a green license plate, and Father said that was how the Jews marked them. The
war in Ya’bad was very real, not like the one in Grandma’s stories. There were bullet holes in the walls of Father’s
friends’ homes. It really scared me, because it had never occurred to me that a bullet could actually make a hole
through the wall and get inside the house. They had green iron doors with holes you could look through and see
the living room.
Father said it wouldn’t happen to us, because we were different. We believed him, because the people in
Ya’bad talked differently, and also because our doors were made of wood.
Sometimes Father and Mother would load the four of us in the backseat, and we’d make the trip almost as far
as Ya’bad, and then we’d go back home without seeing our friends. Halfway there, Father would turn around,
swear, and say that we couldn’t get through to Ya’bad that day because of a roadblock. He’d say that the people in
Ya’bad and their children were heroes. They weren’t spineless nothings like us.
My brothers and I were constantly playing war games. We’d be at it every day. At first, we used swords—I
mean sticks—like in the movies about the wars of the Prophet Mohammed. I was Hamzah, the Prophet’s uncle.
He was very strong in the movies, and he had a sword with two blades. He would fight against ten infidels at once
and kill them all. My older brother was Au, the Prophet’s cousin, and my two younger brothers were the khalifs
Omar and Utman, the Prophet’s deputies.
Nobody could be the Prophet Mohammed. Grandma said if we did that we would go right to hell. They never
showed the Prophet Mohammed in the movies either, only his camel and a halo of light above.
Later we started using pistols, like in the film by Omar el-Mukhtar in Libya and the one about Jamila Bukhird
in Algiers. On ‘id el-fitr and ‘id el-adha, my father always took us to Tulkarm to buy us pistols. No child in our
village had pistols as beautiful as ours: made of iron, almost real. Before the holiday, when our grocery store still
sold cap guns, we’d play the real thing. When we ran out of ammunition, we’d shout “Bang, bang!” but whoever
did the shooting had to pull the trigger too. Otherwise it didn’t count and you weren’t dead.
When we were growing up, Father would bring us Rambo and commando movies, and that’s when we moved
to heavy artillery. Our war games went out of the house and into the grove, spreading over the whole
neighborhood. My older brother was the commander of one group, and I took the other. He never won, unless he
cheated or unless one of the soldiers in my group abandoned his post and went off to pee.
When we were older we shifted to automatic weapons, big guns made of wood with a magazine and a trigger
and a piece of string for slinging the weapon across your shoulder. We made everything ourselves. First we called
all the guns Bren, a word we’d taken from Grandma’s stories. But after watching Azit the Paratrooper Dog we
started calling them Uzi.
There was one that could shoot down seven Arabs at once, and my father got all worked up and told us it was
an M-16 and could shoot sixty bullets a second. After that, no matter what weapon we had, we’d call it an M-16,
even though none of us could shout bang sixty times in a second.
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So we switched from bang to brrrrr. I called my group Fedayeen and my older brother called his group Fedayeen too, because Father had always told us the Fedayeen were the best.
One day Father shouted to us to come home. We were in the middle of a game, and I was just about to kill my
older brother, but Father shouted so loud we had no choice. We got the two younger ones from their positions and
scurried home, because if Father lost it he was capable of hitting us. When we got home, he turned the volume up
on the TV till it couldn’t go any higher. Mother was crying, and my grandmother, who never cried, sounded like
she was about to cry too.
“Look,” my father ordered us, and kept saying, “Yal‘an Allah, yal‘an Rabhoon, yal‘an rab Allah who made
them.”
Grandma tore at her clothing and keened. My older brother and I were relieved nobody had hit us; we thought
Father must have brought home a new film he wanted us to see.
The next day we went back to our war games. My brother called his group Sabra and I called mine Chatilla.
6
Once, I got up on a stage in a kaffiyeh. I must have been in the third grade at the time. A man with an accent
showed up at school with my father. Father left, and the man with the accent took me in his car to a house I’d
never seen before. A pretty house, big, with enormous sofas and lots of potted plants and plastic flowers. He took
out a piece of paper with sentences in Arabic that I didn’t understand and said I’d be opening the Jafta Festival
that evening. He asked me to memorize the sentences and taught me how to make the V-sign with my fingers.
That night they put the kaffiyeh on me and placed me up on a stage with some musicians. I recited my lines,
which had lots of references to wattan (homeland) in them. My voice was shaking, and I was very stiff. I’d never
seen so many people, all looking at me and listening to me. When I finished, I walked off the stage with my
fingers in a V, and everyone applauded.
My father was waiting for me backstage, and he smiled as I ran toward him to hide. The man with the accent
smiled too and told me something I couldn’t make out. Father said I was good.
Father sent me to the Scouts and said when I grew up I’d be a pilot, that by the time I finished high school
we’d have our own state, and I could study to become a pilot then. Grandma said I’d be a minister or a judge.
In the Scouts, we spent all our time playing soccer, and when one of the teachers at our school died, they
would take us to stand beside his grave. Only those who had a uniform could stand by the grave, so my father
took me to Tulkarm to buy me khaki pants, a green shirt, and fabric for making ties.
While we were inside the clothing store, we heard shouting outside. The owner asked us to leave and pulled
down the iron bars at the front of the store. In the street across the way, older children with flags were blocking
the road with tires. My father left me near the car and ran toward them with a lighter. I started crying. I was sure it
was the end of the world, like they taught us in Qur’an lessons. My father said he couldn’t believe I was such a
coward. And if I was, what was the point of all my I-want-a-gun?
My grandfather had a gun. Grandma says he was a brave fighter who had tried to defend Tira. She says the
Jews couldn’t get inside the village, and it wasn’t until the Arabs handed us over that they came in. But Father
says it was lucky for us King Abdullah handed the village over to the Jews in time, because otherwise they would
have slaughtered us one by one.
When Grandpa’s son from his first wife was killed, Grandpa wanted to take revenge. Akab had been a real
hero, one of the Rebels. He’d had a horse, a gun, and a belt full of grenades. One Friday, he took a bullet. The
bullet hit the belt, and all the grenades went off at once. His body scattered in every direction. Grandma says the
whole family worked till nightfall to gather up his head and his shoulders, so they would have something to bury.
He had a face as round as the full moon.
Grandma says that at night, after the burial, my grandfather went up on the roof of the school building. There
was an Iraqi outpost there and they’d take turns behind the Bren hidden in the bags of sand. Grandpa heard the
Jews coming closer. He heard the commander say “Forward, forward”—Grandma whispered the word in Hebrew.
The first bullet hit the commander, the one who’d said “Forward,” and Grandpa saw the Jews in a state of panic,
trying to get away. Grandpa put the Bren to good use and sewed them together “like a Singer.”
“They’re cowards, the Jews, but the British, those Ingliz dogs, preferred them,” my grandmother says.
The Ingliz got into Grandpa and Grandma’s house once. That was before my father was born. They turned
everything upside down: spilled salt on the sugar, smashed bowls, and peed right in front of her. Grandma says
one of them sat on the big container of olives and took a shit right into it. They poured everything out afterward,
and saw the Englishman’s shit, big chunks.
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The people in Tira used to be braver and kept all the Jews out. Once, some Jews tried to get into the vil lage by
pretending to be Arabs. They came with kaffiyehs. But Abu el-Abed knew they were Jews. He’d been working in
the wheat fields with his family, and he’d seen them. When he told the people around him that they were Jews,
they thought he’d gone crazy.
“What’s got into you. They’re the Iraqi soldiers,” they told him.
But Abu el-Abed was certain he was right. He could tell Jews by the way they walked. He told his friends,
“One shot in the air, and we’ll know. If they’re Arabs, they’ll shout to us; if they’re Jews, they’ll lie down flat
on the ground.”
As soon as he fired, they all went down in the dust. It was obvious that they were Jews. Abu el-Abed and the
other men stayed there, shooting and scaring them, and the women and children hurried home, shouting in the
streets,
“Ya ahi al-balad, al-Yahud akhduna!”\fn{“People of the village, the Jews have come to occupy us!”}
All the men went out. Handsome, brave, unwavering, as if they were going to a wedding. The women accompanied them with za’aruta, the traditional cries of happiness. They hardly had any guns. They held sticks and
knives, stones and spades, and wouldn’t let any Jew come near. That day, they managed to seize three bodies of
Israeli soldiers.
Abu el-Abed and some of the fighters in Tira tied them to horses and dragged them to the Iraqi army headquarters in Tulkarm. They wanted to prove it was possible to kill Jews. Their aim was to encourage the Arab
soldiers and persuade them to fight. But the Iraqis said,
“Maku awamer, maku slakh.”\fn{“We have no orders, we have no ammunition.”}
One time they were even braver than that and wouldn’t let Kahana in. We heard on the news that he was
planning to come to Tira. They announced on the mosque loudspeakers:
“Ya abi al-balad, Kahane is arriving tomorrow to take back the released prisoners. If he gets in, it will be our
disgrace.”
By five the following morning, I was already out with my father at the entrance to the village from the direction of Kfar Sava and Ramat Ha Kovesh. There were some people there blocking the roads with tires. Father said
the workers shouldn’t be allowed out. He said everyone had to defend the village, and that when the Jews lose out
on a day of work, they get furious.
“Do you know how much we’re making them lose by not going to work?”
Police vans drew up, and my father and a few other people sat down in the middle of the road. I wasn’t scared.
I sat down with them. The mayor spoke with the policemen, and they moved back. Soon the entire village had
rallied. Thousands blocked the entrance. An airplane circled overhead, and Father said they were taking pictures
of us from the air. He pulled his shirt up over his face and taught me how to do it too, just like the kids you see on
TV.
That day Father and I were late coming home. Mother and Grandma were very worried. They waited under the
eucalyptus trees at the front of the house. I felt like a man. I wasn’t afraid. But all they wanted was to make sure
my father was all right. They didn’t even ask me what had happened.
Nothing had happened actually. Kahane didn’t come.
At school the next day the kids said they’d broken the windows of the police vans with bricks, and they said
Kahane had come into the village that night through the orange groves of Tel Mond, dressed as a woman.
8
My father wrote that the holiday meant nothing to him. That it didn’t evoke the least emotion. That his real
holiday hadn’t come yet, and that when it did he wouldn’t be the only one to rejoice; everyone would re joice. He
also wrote that there was a special Visitors’ Day for the holiday and that, as a one-time exception, visitors might
bring in a kilo of holiday sweets.
The postcards were sent from Damon prison, P.O. Haifa, March 1970. He had been in jail for a year by then. I
know because there’s also a copy of Ha’aretz from March 1969 in the suitcase, with an item about my father’s
being arrested. It links him to the explosion in the Hebrew University cafeteria.
According to the letters and the papers, my father was in jail for more than two years. There’s a thick layer of
dust over the papers. Inside Father’s matriculation certificate, I found a dried spider. His grades weren’t that good,
but he always says that the grades in his day didn’t come close to the ones we get nowadays, and that someone
who got a 70 back then was smarter than someone who gets 100 today.
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Grandma kept all his report cards. She can’t read, but she knows what’s important. Up to ninth grade he had
only hundreds. The comments at the bottom said he should try to settle down, to be good, to be less noisy. The
report card at the end of eleventh grade says: Promoted to twelfth grade on condition that he obeys the rules.
Sometimes I think nobody except Grandma and me knows about the letters, the newspaper clippings, and those
report cards. Judging by the dust, I must be the only other person to look at them. I rummage through the papers,
sorting them by date, by place, by institution, and put them down next to my grandmother.
She doesn’t even notice me. I have to position myself directly in front of her and shout my name in her ear
before she realizes that I should get a hug and a kiss. She sits there, rocking, in front of the heater, fingering her
prayer beads, listening to Voice of Amman, and waiting for the next call of the muezzin.
In all his letters from prison, Father wrote to Grandma too. “Tell my dear mother” or “This is for my beloved
mother” or “Tell the dearest person of all.” He usually sent the letters to his brothers-in-law, my aunts’ husbands.
In all of them, he sounded all right—or at least as if he was trying to sound all right.
In October 1969, in the oldest postcard I found, he said that the problems of adjusting to life in jail were
behind him. There were people you wouldn’t usually have a chance to meet, and he got along well with them. In
one of the letters, he told Uncle Bashir he was slowly turning into an abu-ali, a big shot.
In a later letter, after a sixth-month remand, he wrote about the wonderful library and said he spent all his time
there, studying.
Tell my dear mother I’m very glad they gave me another six months. Tell her I asked them to, because there are
books here that I haven’t had a chance to read yet. There are so many books, and I spend every minute in the library,
except if someone asks me to play some chess. Please ask Mother to bring me an English-Hebrew dictionary from
home.

When they prolonged his detention again, he wrote that five years wouldn’t be enough for him to finish all the
books he’d listed for himself. He talked about the unusual opportunity he’d been given to purify his body and soul
and to test his endurance and resolve. He knew now that he’d been born to be a prisoner. He could not imagine
himself without the bars and the barbed wire.
Were it not for the fact that you and my sisters miss me, I would stay here forever. I like it here. The only thing that
disturbs me is that you did everything you could in order for me to reach the top. I feel sad for every drop of
perspiration you shed on my behalf. I know I’ve let you down. The only thing missing in my life now is the opportunity
to make it up to you. I don’t know how.

In one of the papers that has turned completely yellow, the picture of my father is no more than a blur and I can
hardly make it out. They don’t write anything interesting. Just his picture and his name with the caption: A thirdyear student. Judging by his grades in the first two years, it looks like he wasn’t particularly brilliant or diligent.
He didn’t take too many courses. One of them was Nationalist Movements in Modern Times, with Professor Y.
Talmon. It seems he didn’t put too much of an effort into his university career, just like me. When I dropped out, I
was so ashamed of myself that I didn’t dare go home.
But it didn’t occur to me to blow up the cafeteria.
My father was twenty-two when he was arrested. He thought at the time that he was twenty-three. Grandma
kept a letter she had sent to the editor of Al-Quds. They published it under the heading RELEASE MY SON . She wrote
that she was a widow whose husband had died twenty-three years earlier, leaving her with four daughters and a
son. She’d done everything she could for them, her son was the very essence of her life, and she was asking the
Minister of Police, the Minister of Defense, and the Prime Minister to release him. The head line of the story
above the letter announced that the village of Arabeh would be hooked up to electricity in the course of 1970.
After that, Grandma went on a hunger strike, and father wrote another postcard to Uncle Bashir, urging him to
make her stop. If he’d been suffering that’s one thing, but he was really doing fine in jail. Genuinely fine. He was
chess champion of his whole wing.
My father doesn’t talk about those days. All I know is what the papers reported or the things he himself wrote
in his letters, which don’t explain much either.
In 1971, the Council of Arab Students circulated a handbill denouncing the policy of administrative detentions
and demanding that Father be put on trial or released immediately. It said the police had closed the cafeteria
bombing case and all those involved had been tried.
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The Cathedral Church of St. George the Martyr (Anglican, built 1891-1898), Jerusalem, Israel

The Church of St. Andrew (Church of Scotland, built 1927-1930), Jerusalem, Israel
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The Church of the Holy Sepulcher (consecrated September 13, 335; home of the Roman Catholic, Greek
Orthodox, Armenian Orthodox, Syrian Orthodox, Coptic Orthodox and Ethiopian Orthodox sects of
Christianity), Jerusalem, Israel

The interior of The Cathedral Holy Church of St. James the Brother of God and of St. James the Son of
Zebedee (12th century, the principal church of the Armenian Patriarchate of Jerusalem), Jerusalem, Israel
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The Church of Mary Magdalene (1886), Jerusalem, Israel
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The Great Synagogue (1982), Jerusalem, Israel
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The Dome of the Rock (688-692, expanded in the 820s), Jerusalem: two views fragments of the decorations
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The Church of St. Gabriel, Nazareth, North District, Israel

The Central Synagogue, Nazareth, North District, Israel
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The White Mosque, Nazareth, North District, Israel
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The Church of St. Luke, Haifa, Haifa District, Israel

The Ohol Aharon Synagogue, Haifa, Haifa District, Israel
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The Mahmood Mosque, Kababir, Haifa District, Israel
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The Hospice of St. Nicodemus and St. Joseph of Arimathea, Ramla, Center District, Israel

The Great Synagogue, Mazkeret Batya, Center District, Israel
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The Grand Mosque of Ramla, Center District, Israel
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The Church of St. Anthony of Padua, Tel Aviv, Tel Aviv District, Israel

The Central Synagogue, Tel Aviv, Tel Aviv District, Israel
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The Hassan Beq Mosque, Tel Aviv, Tel Aviv District, Israel
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The Shrine of the Báb, Haifa, Haifa District, Israel

The Great Synagogue, Haifa, Haifa District, Israel
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The Al-Itiqlal Mosque, Haifa, Haifa District, Israel

The Elias Cathedral of the Melkite Catholic Church, Haifa, Haifa District, Israel
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The Pearl of Ashdod Synagogue, Ashdod, South District, Israel
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A mosque in Ashdod, South District, Israel

The Church of All Nations, Ashdod, South District, Israel
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