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105.70 Mohammed With The Magic Finger: A Folktale\fn{told by an unnamed Arabic-speaking informant (before 1895- )}
Libya (M?) 7
Once there lived a woman who had a son and daughter. One morning, she said to them,
“I have heard of a town where there is no such thing as death. Let us go and dwell there.”
So she broke up her house, and went away with her son and daughter.
When she reached the city, the first thing she did was to look about to see if there was any churchyard. When
she found none, she exclaimed,
“This is a delightful spot. We shall stay here for ever.”
Her son grew to be a man, and he took for a wife a young woman who had been born in the town. But after a
time, he grew restless, and went away on his travels, leaving his mother, his wife, and his sister behind him. He
had not been gone many weeks when, one evening, his mother said,
“I am not well. My head aches dreadfully.”
“What did you say?” inquired her daughter-in-law.
“My head feels ready to split,” replied the old woman. The daughter-in-law asked no more questions, but left
the house and went in haste to some butchers in the next street.
“I have a woman to sell,” she said. “What will you give me for her?”
The butchers answered that they must see the woman first, and they all went together to the old woman. The
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butchers took the woman and told her that they must kill her.
“But why?” she asked.
“Because,” they said, “it is our custom that when persons are ill and complain of their heads, they should be
killed at once. It is much better than leaving them to die a natural death.”
“Very well,” the woman said. “But leave, I pray you, my lungs and my liver untouched, until my son comes
back. Then give both to him.” The men took them out at once, and gave them to the daughter-in-law, saying,
“Put away these things until your husband returns.” The daughter-in-law took them, and hid them in a secret
place.
When the old woman’s daughter, who had been in the forest, heard that her mother had been killed while she
was out, she was filled with fright, and ran away as fast as she could. At last, she reached a lonely spot far from
the town, where she thought she was safe, and she sat down on a stone and wept bitterly. As she was sitting,
sobbing, a man passed by.
“What is the matter, young woman? Answer me. I’ll be your friend.”
“Oh, Sir, they have killed my mother. My brother is far away, and I have nobody.”
“Will you come with me?” asked the man.
“Thankfully,” she said.
*
And he led her down, down, under the earth, until they reached a great city. Then he married her, and in the
course of time she had a son. The baby was known throughout the city as Mohammed with the Magic Finger,
because, whenever he stuck out his little finger, he was able to see anything that was happening for as far as two
days’ distance.
After a time, as the boy was growing bigger, his uncle returned from his long journey, and he went straight to
his wife.
“Where are my mother and sister?” he asked. His wife answered,
“Have something to eat first, and then I will tell you.” But he said,
“How can I eat until I know what has become of them?”
Then she fetched, from the upper chamber, a box full of money. She put it before him, saying,
“That is the price of your mother. She sold well.”
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“Your mother complained one day that her head was aching, so I brought in two butchers and they agreed to
take her. However, I have got her lungs and liver hidden, until you came back, in a safe place.”
“And my sister?”
“While the people were chopping up your mother, she ran away, and I heard no more of her.”
“Give me my mother’s liver and lungs,” said the young man. She gave them to him. He put them in his pocket
and went away, saying,
“I can stay no longer in this horrible town. I am going to seek my sister.”
One day, the little boy stretched out his finger, and said to his mother, “My uncle is coming!”
“Where is he?” his mother asked.
“He is still two days’ journey off, looking for us. But he will soon be here.”
In two days, as the boy had foretold, the uncle had found the hole in the earth, and arrived at the gate of the
city. AIl his money was spent, and, not knowing where his sister lived, he began to beg of all the people he saw.
“Here comes my uncle,” called out the little boy.
“Where?” asked his mother.
“Here, at the house door,” and the woman ran out and embraced him, and wept over him. When they could
both speak, he said,
“My sister, were you there when they killed my mother?”
“I was absent when they killed her,” she said, “and, as I could do nothing, I ran away. But you, my brother,
how did you get here?”
“By chance,” he said, “after I had wandered far. But I did not know that I would find you!”
“My little boy told me you were coming,” she explained, “when you were yet two days distant. He alone of all
men has that great gift.”
But she did not tell him that her husband could change himself into a serpent, a dog, or a monster, whenever he
pleased. He was a very rich man; he possessed large herds of camels, goats, sheep, cattle, horses, and asses, all the
best of their kind. The next morning, the sister said,
“Dear brother, go and watch our sheep. When you are thirsty, drink their milk.”
“Very well,” he said, and he went. Soon after, she said,
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“Dear brother, go and watch our goats.”
“But why? I like tending sheep better.”
“It is much nicer to be a goatherd,” she said.
So he took the goats out. While he was gone, she said to her husband,
“You must kill my brother, I cannot have him living here with me.”
“But why should I do that? He has done me no harm.”
“I want you to kill him,” she said. “If you don’t, I shall leave.”
“All right,” he said, “tomorrow, I shall change myself into a serpent, and hide myself in the date barrel. When
he comes to fetch dates, I shall sting him in the hand.”
“That will do very well,” she said. When the sun was up the next day, she called to her brother,
“Go and mind the goats.”
“Yes,” he said. But the little boy said,
“Uncle, I want to go with you.”
“Delighted,” said the uncle, and they set out together. After they had got out of sight of the house, the boy said
to him,
“Dear uncle, my father is going to kill you. He has changed himself into a serpent, and has hidden himself in
the date barrel. My mother has told him to do it.
“And what am I to do?” asked the uncle.
“I will tell you. When we bring the goats back to the house, and my mother says to you, ‘I am sure you must be
hungry, get a few dates out of the cask,’ just say to me, ‘I am not feeling very well, Mohammed, you go and get
them for me.’”
When they reached the house, the sister came out to meet them. She said,
“Dear brother, you must certainly be hungry. Go and get a few dates.” But he said,
“I am not feeling very well. Mohammed, you go and get them for me.”
“Of course I will,” said the little boy, and he ran at once to the cask.
“No! No!” his mother called after him. “Come here at once! Let your uncle fetch them himself!”
But the boy would not listen, and, crying out to her, “I would rather get them!” thrust his hand into the date
cask. Instead of the fruit, his hand struck against something cold and slimy, and he whispered softly,
“Keep still, it is I, your son!” Then he picked up the dates, and went away to his uncle.
“Here they are, dear uncle. Eat as many as you want.”
And his uncle ate them. When he saw that the uncle did not mean to come near the cask, the serpent crawled
out and regained his proper shape.
“I am thankful I did not kill him,” he said to his wife. “After all, he is my brother-in-law, and it would have
been a great sin.”
“Either you kill him or I will leave you!” she said.
“Well,” the man said, “tomorrow I shall do it.”
The woman let that night go by without doing anything further, but at daybreak she said to her brother,
“Get up, Brother. It is time to take the goats to pasture.”
“All right,” he said.
“I shall come with you, Uncle,” called the little boy.
“Yes, come along,” he said. But the mother ran up, and said,
“The child must not go out in this cold, or he will become ill.” The boy said,
“Nonsense! I am going, it is no use your talking! I am going! I am! I am!”
“Then go!” she said.
They started, driving the goats in front of them. When they reached the pasture, the boy said to his uncle,
“Dear uncle, this night my father means to kill you. While we are away, he will change into a serpent, creep
into your room and hide in the straw. When we get home, my mother will say to you, ‘Take that straw and give it
to the sheep.’ If you do that, he will bite you.”
“Then what am I to do?” asked the man.
“Do not be afraid, dear uncle! I shall kill my father myself.”
“All right,” said the uncle. As they drove the goats towards the house, the sister cried,
“Be quick, dear brother! Go and get me some straw for the sheep!”
“Let me go!” said the boy.
“You are not big enough. Your uncle will get it,” she said.
“We will both get it,” said the boy. “Come, Uncle, let us go and fetch that straw!”
“All right,” said the uncle, and they went to the door of the room.
3

“It seems very dark,” said the boy. “I must go and get a light.”
When he came back with a light, he set fire to the straw, and the serpent was burnt.
Then the mother broke into sobs and tears,
“You wretched boy!” she said. “What have you done? Your father was in that straw, and you have killed him!”
“How was I to know that my father was lying in that straw, instead of in the kitchen?” asked the boy. But his
mother only wept the more, and sobbed,
“From this day, you have no father. You must do without him as best you can!”
“Why did you marry a serpent?” asked the boy. “I thought he was a man. How did he learn those odd tricks?”
As the sun rose, she woke her brother, and said,
“Go, and take the goats to pasture!”
“I shall come too!” said the little boy.
“Go then!” said his mother.
And they went together. On the way, the boy said,
“Dear uncle, tonight my mother means to kill both of us, by poisoning us with the bones of the serpent, which
she will grind to powder and sprinkle in our food.”
“And what are we to do?” asked the uncle.
“I shall kill her, dear uncle. I do not want a father or a mother like that!”
When they came home in the evening, they saw the woman preparing supper, and secretly scattering the
powdered bones of the serpent on one side of the dish. On the other, where she herself meant to eat, there was no
poison. The boy whispered to his uncle,
“Dear uncle, be sure that you eat from the same side of the dish as 1 do.”
“All right,” said the uncle. So they all three sat down at the table, but before they helped themselves to the
food, the boy said,
“I am thirsty, Mother. Will you get me some milk?”
“Very well,” she said, “but you had better begin your supper.”
When she came back with the milk, they were both busily eating.
“Sit down and have something too,” said the boy.
She sat down and helped herself from the dish, but at the very first moment she sank dead on the ground.
“She has got what she meant for us,” said the boy, “and now we shall sell all the sheep and cattle.”
*
The sheep and cattle were sold, and the uncle and nephew took the money and went to see the world. For ten
days, they traveled through the desert, and they came to a place where the road forked.
“Uncle!” said the boy.
“What is it?” he said.
“You see these two roads? You must take one, and I the other. The time has come when we must part.” The
uncle cried,
“No, no, my boy! We shall keep together always!”
“That cannot be,” said the boy. “Tell me which way you will go.”
“I shall go to the west,” said the uncle.
“One word before I leave you,” said the boy. “Beware of any man who has red hair and blue eyes. Take no
service under him.”
“All right,” said the uncle, and they parted.
For three days, the man wandered on without any food, until he was very hungry. Then, when he was almost
fainting, a stranger met him. The stranger said,
“Will you work for me?”
“By contract?” asked the man.
“Yes, by contract,” said the stranger, “and whichever of us breaks it shall have a strip of skin taken from his
body.”
“All right,” the man said. “What must I do?”
“Every day you must take the sheep out to pasture, and carry my old mother on your shoulders, taking great
care that her feet shall never touch the ground. Besides that, you must catch, every evening, seven singing birds
for my seven sons.”
“That is easily done,” said the man. They went back together, and the stranger said,
“Here are your sheep. Now, stoop down, and let my mother climb on your back.”
“Very good,” said Mohammed’s uncle.
The new shepherd did as he was told, and returned in the evening with the old woman on his back, and the
4

seven singing birds in his pocket, which he gave to the seven boys when they came to meet him.
So the days passed, each one exactly like the other. At last, one night, he began to weep. He said,
“What have I done, that I should have to perform such hateful tasks?” His nephew, Mohammed, saw him from
afar, and thought to himself,
“My uncle is in trouble. I must go and help him.” The next morning, he went to his master and said,
“Dear master, I must go to my uncle. I wish to send him here instead of myself, while I serve under his master.
So that you may know that it is he and no other man, I shall give him my staff, and put my mantle on him.”
“All right,” said the master.
Mohammed set out on his journey, and in two days he arrived at the place where his uncle was standing with
the old woman on his back, trying to catch birds as they flew past. Mohammed touched him on the arm, and said,
“Dear uncle, did I not warn you never to take service under any blue-eyed, red-haired man?”
“But what could I do?” asked the uncle. “I was hungry, and he passed, and we signed a contract.”
“Give the contract to me,” said the boy.
“Here it is,” said the uncle, holding it out.
“Now,” said Mohammed, “let the old woman get down from your back.”
“Oh no, I must not do that!” he said.
But the nephew paid no attention. He went on talking,
“Do not worry yourself about the future. I see my way out of it. First, you must take my stick and my mantle,
and leave this place. After two days’ journey, straight before you, you will come to some tents that are inhabited
by shepherds. Go in there, and wait.”
“All right,” said the uncle. Then Mohammed with the Magic Finger picked up a stick and struck the old
woman with it, saying,
“Get down, and look after the sheep! I want to go to sleep.”
“Oh, certainly!” she said.
So Mohammed lay down comfortably under a tree and slept until evening. Towards sunset, he woke up and
said to the old woman,
“Where are the singing birds that you have got to catch?”
“You did not tell me that I have to catch birds!” she said.
“Oh, didn’t I?” he said. “Well, it is part of your business, and if you don’t do it, I shall just kill you.”
“Then I will catch them!” she said hurriedly, and she ran about in the bushes chasing the birds. Thorns pierced
her feet, and she shrieked in pain, and exclaimed, “How unlucky I am! And how abominably this man is treating
me!” At last, she managed to catch the seven birds, and she brought them to Mohammed, and said,
“Here they are.”
“Now, we will go back to the house,” he said. When they had gone some way, he turned to her sharply:
“Be quick, and drive the sheep home, because I do not know where their fold is.”
She drove the sheep before her. Then the young man spoke:
“Look here, old hag! If you say anything to your son about my having struck you, or about my not herding the
sheep, I’ll kill you!”
“No, I’ll say nothing!” When they got back, the son said to his mother,
“That is a good shepherd I’ve got, isn’t he?”
“A splendid shepherd,” she said. “Look how fat the sheep are, and how much milk they give!”
“Yes indeed!” said the son, as he rose to get supper for his mother and the shepherd.
When Mohammed’s uncle was working here, he had had nothing to eat but the scraps left by the old woman.
But the new shepherd was not going to be content with that.
“You will not touch the food until I have had as much as I want,” he whispered to the old woman.
“Very good,” she said. When he had had enough, he said,
“Now, eat.” But she wept, and said,
“That was not written in your contract. You were only to have what I left.”
“If you say a word more, I’ll kill you!” he said.
The next day, he took the old woman on his back, and drove the sheep in front of him until he was some
distance from the house. Then he let her fall, and said,
“Quick! Go and mind the sheep.”
Then he took a ram, and killed it. He lit a fire and broiled some of its flesh. He called to the old woman,
“Come and eat with me!” She came to him. But instead of letting her eat, he took a large lump of meat and
rammed it down her throat with his crook, so that she died. When he saw that she was dead, he said,
“That is what you get for tormenting my uncle.”
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He left her lying where she was, while he went after the singing birds. It took him a long time to catch them,
but at length he had all seven hidden in the pockets of his tunic. Then he threw the old woman’s body into some
bushes, and drove the sheep in front of him, back to their fold. When he drew near the house, the seven boys came
out to meet him. He gave a bird to each.
“Why are you weeping,” the boys asked as they took their birds.
“Because your grandmother is dead!”
They ran and told their father. The man came up to Mohammed, and said,
“What was the matter? How did she die?” Mohammed said,
“I was tending the sheep when she said to me, ‘Kill that ram for me. I am hungry!’ So I killed it and gave her
the meat. But she had no teeth, and it choked her.”
“But why did you kill the ram, instead of one of the sheep?” asked the man.
“What was I do to?” said Mohammed. “I had to obey orders!”
“Well, I must see to her burial,” said the man.
The next morning, Mohammed drove out the sheep as usual, thinking to himself, “I am thankful that I’ve got
rid of the old woman. Now for the boys!”
All day long, he looked after the sheep, and towards evening he began to dig some little holes in the ground,
out of which he took six scorpions. These he put in his pockets, together with one bird that he caught. Then he
drove his flock home. When he approached the house, the boys came out to meet him as before, saying,
“Give me my bird!”
He put a scorpion into the hand of each boy: it stung the boy and he died. To the youngest boy, he gave only a
bird. As soon as he saw the boys lying dead on the ground, Mohammed lifted up his voice and cried loudly,
“Help, help! The children are dead!” The people came running, and said,
“What has happened? How did they die?” Mohammed said,
“It was your own fault! The boys had been accustomed to birds. In this bitter cold, their fingers grew stiff and
could hold nothing, so that the birds flew away, and their spirits with them. Only the youngest, who managed to
keep a tight hold on his bird, is still alive.” The father groaned, and said,
“I have borne enough! Bring no more birds, lest I lose the youngest as well!”
“All right,” said Mohammed. As he was driving the sheep out to grass, he said to his master,
“Out there is a splendid pasture. I shall keep the sheep there for two or, perhaps, three days, so do not be
surprised at our absence.”
“Very good,” said the man.
Mohammed started. For two days, he drove the sheep on and on, until he reached his uncle. He said to him,
“Dear uncle, take these sheep and look after them. I have killed the old woman and the boys, and the flock I
have brought to you.”
Mohammed then returned to his master. On the way, he took a stone and beat his own head with it until it bled.
He bound his hands tightly, and began to scream. The master came running, and asked,
“What is the matter?” Mohammed answered,
“While the sheep were grazing, robbers came and drove them away. Because I tried to prevent them, they
struck me on the head and bound my hands. See how bloody I am!”
“What shall we do?” asked the master. “Are the animals far away?”
“So far that you are not likely to see them again,” said Mohammed. “This is the fourth day since the robbers
came down. How could you overtake them?”
“Then go and herd the cows!” said the man.
“All right,” said Mohammed.
For two days, he traveled. On the third day, he drove the cows to his uncle, first cutting off their tails. He left
one cow behind.
“Take these cows, dear uncle,” he said. “I am going to teach that man a lesson.”
“I suppose you know your own business best,” said the uncle. “Certainly, he almost worried me to death.”
Mohammed returned to his master, carrying the cows’ tails tied up in a bundle on his back. When he came to
the sea-shore, he stuck all the tails in the sand, and went and buried the lone cow, whose tail he had not cut off. He
buried the cow up to her neck, leaving her tail protruding. After he had got everything ready, he began to shriek
and scream as before, until his master and all the servants came running to see what was the matter.
“What has happened?” they cried.
“The sea has swallowed up the cows!” said Mohammed. “Nothing remains but their tails. But if you are quick
and pull hard, you may perhaps get them out again!”
Instantly, the master ordered each man to take hold of a tail, but at the first pull they nearly tumbled
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backwards, and the tails were left in their hands.
“Stop!” cried Mohammed. ‘You are doing it all wrong! You have pulled off their tails, and the cows have sunk
to the bottom of the sea.”
“See if you can do it any better,” they said.
Mohammed ran to the cow that he had buried in the rough grass. He took hold of her tail, and dragged the
animal out at once.
“There! That’s the way to do it,” he said. “I told you that you knew nothing about it!”
The men slunk away, much ashamed of themselves. The master came up to Mohammed.
“Go!” he said. “There is nothing more for you to do. You have killed my mother, you have slain my children,
you have stolen my sheep, you have drowned by cows. I have no work to give you.”
“First, give me the strip of skin that belongs to me of right, because you have broken your contract.”
“That, a judge shall decide,” said the master. “We shall go before him.”
“Yes, we shall,” said Mohammed.
They went before a judge.
“What is your case?” asked the judge of the master.
“My lord,” said the man, bowing low, “my shepherd here has robbed me of everything. He has killed my
children and my old mother, he has stolen my sheep, he has drowned my cows in the sea.” The shepherd
answered,
“He must pay me what he owes me, then I will go.”
“Yes, that is the law,” said the judge.
“Very well,” said the master. “Let him reckon up how long he has been in my service.”
“That won’t do,” said Mohammed. “I want my strip of skin, as we agreed in the contract.”
Seeing that there was no help for it, the master cut a bit of skin and gave it to Mohammed, who went off at
once to his uncle.
“Now we are rich, dear uncle,” he said. “We shall sell our cows and sheep, and go to a new country. This one is
no longer the place for us.”
*
The sheep were soon sold, and the two comrades started on their travels. That night, they reached some
Bedouin tents, where they had supper with the Arabs. Before they lay down to sleep, Mohammed called the owner
of the tent aside.
“Your greyhound will eat my strip of leather,” he said to the Arab.
“No, do not fear.”
“But supposing it does?”
“Well then, I shall give him to you in exchange,” said the Arab. Mohammed waited until everyone was asleep,
then he rose softly and, tearing the bit of skin in pieces, threw it down before the greyhound, wildly shrieking as
he did so.
“Oh, Master, did I not say that your dog would eat my thong?”
“Be quiet, don’t make such a noise! You shall have the dog.”
Mohammed put a leash around the dog’s neck, and led it away. In the evening, they arrived at the tents of some
more Bedouin, and asked for shelter. After supper, Mohammed said to the owner of the tent,
“Your ram will kill my greyhound.”
“Oh no, it won’t.”
“Supposing he does?”
“Then you can take the ram in exchange.”
So in the night, Mohammed killed the greyhound, and laid its body across the horns of the ram. Then he
shrieked and yelled, until he roused the Arab, who said,
“Take the ram and go away.”
Mohammed did not need to be told twice, and at sunset he reached another Bedouin encampment. He was
received kindly, as usual, and after supper he said to his host,
“Your daughter will kill my ram.”
“Be silent. She will do nothing of the sort. My daughter does not need to steal meat, she has some every day.”
“Very well, I shall go to sleep. But if anything happens to my ram, I shall call you.”
“If my daughter touches anything belonging to my guest, I shall kill her,” said the Arab. And he went to his
bed.
When everybody was asleep, Mohammed got up, killed the ram and took out its liver, which he broiled on the
fire. He placed a piece of it in the young woman’s hands, and laid some more on her night-dress. She was
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sleeping, so knew nothing about it. After this, be began to cry out loudly.
“What is the matter? Be silent at once!” called the Arab.
“How can I be silent when my ram, which I loved like a child, has been slain by your daughter?”
“But my daughter is asleep,” said the Arab.
“Go and see if she was not some of the flesh of the ram about her.”
“If she has, you may take her in exchange for the ram.”
As they found the flesh exactly as Mohammed had foretold, the Arab gave his daughter a beating, then told her
to get out of his sight, for she was now the property of this stranger.
They wandered in the desert until, at nightfall, they came to a Bedouin encampment, where they were
hospitably bidden to enter. Before lying down to sleep, Mohammed said to the owner of the tent,
“Your mare will kill my wife.”
“It most certainly will not.”
“If it does?”
“Then you shall take the mare in exchange.” When everyone was asleep, Mohammed said softly to his wife,
“Woman, I have a clever plan. I am going to bring in the mare and put it at your feet. I shall cut you, just a few
flesh wounds, so that you will be covered with blood, and everyone will think that you are dead. But remember
that you must not make a sound, or we shall both be lost.”
This was done. Mohammed wept and wailed louder than ever. The Arab hurried to the spot, and cried,
“Cease making that terrible noise! Take the mare and go. But carry off the dead woman with you. She can lie
quite easily across the mare’s back.”
Then Mohammed and his uncle picked up the young woman, and placed her on the mare’s back. Then they led
the mare away, being very careful to walk one on each side, so that the young woman might not slip down and
hurt herself. After the Arab tents could be seen no longer, the young woman sat up on the saddle and looked about
her.
They were all hungry, they tied up the mare, and took out some dates to eat. When they had finished,
Mohammed said to his uncle,
“Dear uncle, the young woman shall be your wife. I give her to you. But the money we got for the sheep and
cows, we shall divide between us. You shall have two-thirds, and I shall have one. You will have a wife, but I
never mean to marry. Now, go in peace, for never again will you see me. The bond of bread and salt is at an end
between us.”
They wept, and fell on each other’s necks, and asked forgiveness for any wrongs in the past.
Then they parted, and went their ways.
109.28 Dschemil And Dschemila: A Folktale\fn{told by an unnamed Berber informant (before 1898-
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There was once a man whose name Dschemil, and he had a cousin who was called Dschemila. They had been
betrothed by their parents when they were children, and now Dschemil thought that the time had come for them to
be married. He went two or three days’ journey to the nearest big town to buy furniture for the new house.
While he was away, Dschemila and her friends set off to the neighboring woods to pick up sticks, and as she
gathered them she found an iron mortar lying on the ground. She placed it on her bundle of sticks, but the mortar
would not stay still, and whenever she raised the bundle to put it on her shoulders, it slipped off sideways. At
length, she saw that the only way to carry the mortar was to tie it in the very middle of her bundle, and she had
just unfastened her sticks when she heard her companions’ voices.
“Dschemila, what are you doing? It is almost dark, and if you mean to come with us you must be quick!” But
Dschemila only replied,
“You had better go back without me, for I am not going to leave my mortar behind, if I stay here until
midnight.”
“Do as you like,” said the young women and started on their walk home.
The night soon fell, and at the last ray of light the mortar suddenly became an ogre, who threw Dschemila on
her back, and carried her off into a desert place, a whole month’s distance from her home town. Here he shut her
into a castle and told her not to fear, as her life was safe. Then he went back to his wife, leaving Dschemila
weeping over the fate that she had brought upon herself.
Meanwhile, the other young women had reached home, and Dschemila’s mother came out to look for her
daughter.
“What have you done with her?” she asked anxiously.
“We had to leave her in the wood,” they replied, “for she had picked up an iron mortar and could not manage
8

to carry it.”
So the old woman set off at once for the forest, calling to her daughter as she hurried along.
“Do go home,” cried the townspeople when they heard her. “We will go and look for your daughter. You are
only a woman, and this is a task that needs strong men.” But she answered,
“Yes, go. But I shall go with you! Perhaps it is only her corpse that we shall find after all. She has most likely
been stung by asps or eaten by wild beasts.”
The men, seeing that her heart was bent on it, said no more, but they told one of the young women she must
come with them and show them the place where they had left Dschemila. They found the bundle of wood lying
where she had dropped it, but the young woman was nowhere to be seen.
“Dschemila! Dschemila!” they cried.
But nobody answered.
“If we make a fire, perhaps she will see it,” said one of the men.
And they lit a fire and then went, one this way and one that, through the forest, to look for her, whispering to
each other that if she had been killed by a lion they would be sure to find some trace of it. Or if she had fallen
asleep, the sound of their voices would awaken her. Or if a snake had bitten her, they would at least come on her
corpse. All night, they searched, and when morning broke and they knew no more than before what had become
of the young woman, they grew weary and said to the mother,
“It is no use. Let us go home. Nothing has happened to your daughter, except that she has run away with a
man.”
“Yes, I will come,” she said, “but I must first look in the river. Perhaps someone has thrown her in there.”
But .the young woman was not in the river. For four days, the mother and father waited and watched for their
child to come back. Then they gave up hope and said to each other,
“What is to be done? What are we to say to the man to whom Dschemila is betrothed? Let us kill a goat and
bury its head in the grave, and when the man returns we must tell him that Dschemila is dead.”
Very soon, the bridegroom came back, bringing with him carpets and soft cushions for the house of his bride.
And as he entered the town, Dschemila’s father met him, saying,
“Greetings to you. She is dead.”
At these words, the young man broke into loud cries, and it was some time before he could speak. Then he
turned to one in the crowd that had gathered around him and asked,
“Where have they buried her?”
“Come to the churchyard with me,” he said, and the young man went with him, carrying some of the beautiful
things he had brought. These he laid on the grass, and then he began to weep again. All day he stayed there, and at
nightfall he gathered up his things and carried them to his own house. But when the day dawned, he took them in
his arms and returned to the grave, where he remained as long as it was light, playing softly on his flute.
And this he did daily for six months.
*
One morning, a man who was wandering through the desert, having lost his way, came upon a lonely castle.
The sun was very hot, and the man was very tired, so he said to himself,
“I will rest a little in the shadow of this castle.” He stretched himself out comfortably and was almost asleep
when he heard a voice calling to him softly.
“Are you a ghost,” the voice said, “or a man?” He looked up and saw a young woman learning out of a
window, and he answered,
“I am a man, and a better one, too, than your father or your grandfather.”
“May all good luck be with you,” she said, “but what has brought you into this land of ogres and horrors?”
“Does an ogre really live in this castle?” he asked.
“Certainly he does,” replied the young woman, “and as night is not far off he will be here soon. So, dear friend,
depart quickly, lest he return and snap you up for supper.”
“But I am so thirsty!” said the man. “Be kind, and give me something to drink, or else I shall die! Surely, even
in this desert, there must be some spring.”
“Well, I have noticed that whenever the ogre brings back water, he always comes from that side, so if you
follow the same direction you may .find some.” The man jumped up at once and was about to start, when the
young woman spoke again:
“Tell me, where are you going?”
“Why do you want to know?”
“I have an errand for you, but tell me first whether you’re going east or west.”
“I am traveling to Damascus.”
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“Then do this for me. As you pass through our village, ask for a man called Dschemil, and say to him,
‘Dschemila greets you from the castle that lies far away and is rocked by the wind. In my grave lies only a goat.
So take heart.’”
The man promised and went his way, until he came to a spring of water. He drank a great draught and then lay
on the bank and slept quietly. When he woke, he said to himself,
“The young woman did a good deed when she told me where to find water. A few hours more and I should
have been dead. So I will do her bidding and seek out her home town and the man for whom the message was
given.”
For a whole month he traveled, until at last he reached the town where Dschemil dwelled, and, as luck would
have it, there was the young man sitting before his door with his beard unshaven and his shaggy hair hanging over
his eyes.
“Welcome, stranger,” said Dschemil, as the man stopped. “Where have you come from?”
“I come from the west, and go toward the east,” he answered.
“Well, stop with us a while, and rest and eat,” said Dschemil.
The man entered, and food was set before him. He sat down with the father of the young woman and her
brothers. Only Dschemil himself was absent, squatting on the threshold.
“Why do you not eat, too?” asked the stranger. But one of the young men whispered hastily,
“Leave him alone. Take no notice. It is only at night that he ever eats.”
So the stranger went on silently eating his food. Suddenly, one of Dschemil’s brothers called out,
“Dschemil, bring us some water!” And the stranger remembered his message and said,
“Is there a man here named Dschemil? I lost my way in the desert and came to a castle, and a young woman
looked out of the window and—”
“Be quiet!” they cried, fearing that Dschemil might hear.
But Dschemil had heard, and he came forward and said, “What did you see? Tell me truly, or I will cut off your
head this instant!”
“My lord,” replied the stranger,”as I was wandering, hot and tired, through the desert, I saw near me a great
castle, and I said aloud, ‘I will rest a little in its shadow.’ And a young woman looked out of a window and said,
‘Are you a ghost or a man?’ And I answered, ‘I am a man, and a better one, too, than your father or your
grandfather.’ And I was thirsty and asked for water, but she had none to give me, and I felt as if I were going to
die. Then she told me that the ogre in whose castle she dwelled brought in water always from the same side and
that if I too went that way, most likely I would come to a spring. But before I departed, she begged me to go to her
home town, and if I met a man called Dschemil I was to say to him, ‘Dschemila greets you, from the castle that
lies far away and is rocked by the wind. In my grave lies only a goat. So take heart.’” Then Dschemil turned to his
family and said,
“Is this true? And is Dschemila not dead at all but simply stolen from her home?”
“No, no,” they said, “his story is a pack of lies. Dschemila is really dead. Everybody knows it.”
“That I shall see for myself,” said Dschemil, and, snatching up a spade, he hurried off to the grave where the
goat’s head lay buried. They said,
“Then hear what happened. When you were away, she went with the other young women to the forest to gather
wood. And there she found an iron mortar, which she wished to bring home. But she could not carry it, and she
would not leave it. So the other young women returned without her, and as night had come, we all set out to look
for her but found nothing. And we said, ‘The bridegroom will be here tomorrow, and when he learns that she is
lost, he will set out to seek her, and we shall lose him, too. Let us kill a goat and bury it in her grave and tell him
that she is dead.’ Now you know, so do as you will. Only, if you go to seek her, take with you this man with whom
she has spoken. He can show you the way.”
“Yes, that is the best plan.” said Dschemil. “Give me food and hand me my sword, and we’ll set out at once.”
But the stranger said,
“I am not going to waste a whole month, leading you to the castle! If it were only a day or two’s journey, I
would not mind. But a month—no!”
“Come with me then for three days,” said Dschemil, “and put me on the right road, and I will reward you
richly.”
“Very well,” said the stranger, “so let it be.”
For three days, they traveled from sunrise to sunset; then the stranger said,
“Dschemil?”
“Yes?” he said.
“Go straight on until you reach a spring, then go on a little farther, and soon you will see the castle standing
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before you.”
“So I will,” said Dschemil.
“Farewell, then,” said the stranger, and he turned back the way he had come.
*
It was twenty-six days before Dschemil caught sight of a green spot rising out of the sandy desert, and he knew
that the spring was near at last. He quickened his steps and soon was kneeling by the side of the spring, drinking
thirstily of the bubbling water. Then he lay down on the cool grass and began to think.
“If the man was right, the castle must be somewhere about. I had better sleep here tonight, and tomorrow I
shall be able to see where it is.”
So he slept long and peacefully.
When he awoke, the sun was high, and he jumped up and washed his face and hands in the spring before
continuing his journey. He had not walked far, when the castle suddenly appeared before him, though a moment
before not a trace of it could be seen.
“How am I to get in?” he thought. “I dare not knock, lest the ogre hear me. Perhaps it would be best for me to
climb up the wall and wait to see what will happen:” So he did, and after sitting on the top for about an hour, a
window above him opened, and a voice said,
“Dschemil!”
He looked up, and, at the sight of Dschemila, whom he had so long believed to be dead, he began to weep.
“Dear cousin,” she whispered, “what has brought you here?”
“My grief at losing you.”
“Go away at once. If the ogre comes back, he will kill you.”
“I swear by your head, queen of my heart, that I have not found you only to lose you again! If I must die well, I
must.”
“What can I do for you?”
“Anything you like.”
“If I let down a cord, can you make it fast under your arms and climb up?”
“Of course I can,” he said.
So Dschemila lowered the cord, and Dschemil tied it around him and climbed up to her window. Then they
embraced each other tenderly and burst into tears of joy.
“But what shall I do when the ogre returns?” she asked.
“Trust me,” he said.
Now, there was a chest in the room, in which Dschemila kept her clothes. She made Dschemil get into it and
lie at the bottom and told him to keep very still. He was hidden just in time, for the lid was hardly closed when the
ogre’s heavy tread was heard on the stairs. He flung open the door, bringing men’s flesh for himself and lamb’s
flesh for the young woman.
“I smell the smell of a man!” he thundered. “What is he doing here?”
“How could anyone have come to this desert place?” asked the girl, bursting into tears.
“Do not cry,” said the ogre. “Perhaps a raven has dropped some scraps from its claws.”
“Yes, I was forgetting,” she said. “One did drop some bones about.”
“Well, burn them to powder,” said the ogre, “so that I may swallow it.” So the young woman took some bones
and burned them and gave them to the ogre, saying,
“Here is the powder. Swallow it.”
When he had swallowed the powder, the ogre stretched himself out and went to sleep.
In a little while, the man’s flesh, which the young woman was cooking for the ogre’s supper, called out,
Hist! Hist!
A man lies in the kist!

And the lamb’s flesh answered,
He is your brother,
And cousin of the other.

The ogre moved sleepily and asked, “What did the meat say, Dschemila?”
“Only that I must be sure to add salt.”
“Well, add salt,”
“Yes, I have done so,” she said.
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The ogre was soon sound asleep again, when the man’s flesh called out a second time:
Hist! Hist!
A man lies in the kist!

And the lamb’s flesh answered,
He is your brother,
And cousin of the other.

“What did it say, Dschemila?” asked the ogre.
“Only that I must add pepper.”
“Well, add pepper.”
“Yes, I have done so,” she said.
The ogre had had a long day’s hunting and could not keep himself awake. In a moment, his eyes were tightly
shut, and then the man’s flesh called out for the third time:
Hist! Hist!
A man lies in the kist!

And the lamb’s flesh answered,
He is your brother,
And cousin of the other.

“What did it say, Dschemila?” asked the ogre.
“Only that it was ready and that I had better take it off the fire.”
“Then if it is ready, bring it to me, and I will eat it.”
So she brought it to him, and while he was eating she supped off the lamb’s flesh herself and managed to put
some aside for her cousin. When the ogre had finished and had washed his hands, he said to Dschemila,
“Make my bed; I’m tired.” So she made his bed, putting a nice soft pillow for his head, and tucked him in.
“Father,” she said suddenly.
“Well, what is it?”
“Dear father, if you are really asleep, why are your eyes always open?”
“Why do you ask that, Dschemila? Do you want to deal treacherously with me?”
“No, of course not, father. How could I? And what would be the use of it?”
“Well, why do you want to know?”
“Because last night I woke up and saw the whole place shining in a red light, which frightened me.”
“That happens when I am fast asleep.”
“And what is the good of the pin you always keep here so carefully?”
“If I throw that pin in front of me, it turns into an iron mountain.”
“And this darning needle?”
“That becomes a sea.”
“And this hatchet?”
“That becomes a thorn hedge, which no one can pass through. But why do you ask all these questions? I am
sure you have something in your head.”
“I just wanted to know. And how could anyone find me out here?” and she began to cry.
“Oh, don't cry. I was only in fun,” said the ogre.
He was soon asleep again, and a yellow light shone through the castle.
“Come quick!” called Dschemil. “We must fly now while the ogre is asleep.”
“Not yet,” she said. “There is a yellow light shining. I don’t think he is asleep.”
So they waited for an hour. Then Dschemil whispered again,
“Wake up! There is no time to lose!”
“Let me see if he is asleep,” she said, and she peeped in and saw a red light shining. Then she stole back to her
cousin and asked,
“But how are we to get out?”
“Get the rope, and I will let you down.” She fetched the rope, the hatchet, and the pin and the needles and said,
“Take them. Put them in the pocket of your cloak, and be sure not to lose them.”
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Dschemil put them carefully in his pocket. He tied the rope around her and let her down over the wall.
“Are you safe?” he asked.
“Yes, quite.”
“Then untie the rope, so that I may draw it up.”
Dschemila did as she was told, and in a few minutes he stood beside her.
*
Now, all this time the ogre was asleep and had heard nothing. Then his dog came to him and said,
“Sleeper, are you having pleasant dreams? Dschemila has forsaken you and run away:”
The ogre got out of bed, gave the dog a kick, then went back again and slept until morning.
When it grew light, he rose, and called, “Dschemila! Dschemila!” but he heard only the echo of his own voice.
He dressed himself quickly, buckled on his sword, and whistled to his dog. And he followed the road that he knew
the fugitives must have taken.
“Cousin,” said Dschemila suddenly, turning around as she spoke.
“What is it?” he said.
“The ogre is coming after us. I saw him.”
“But where is he? I don’t see him.”
“Over there. He looks only about as tall as a needle.”
They both began to run as fast as they could, while the ogre and his dog kept drawing always nearer. A few
more steps, and he would be by their side.
Then Dschemila threw the pin behind her. In a moment, it became an iron mountain between them and their
enemy.
“We will break it down, my dog and I!” cried the ogre in a rage, and they dashed at the mountain until they had
forced a path through.
And they came nearer and nearer.
“Cousin!” said Dschemila suddenly.
“What is it?”
“The ogre is coming after us with his dog!”
“You go on in front then,” he said, and they both ran on as fast as they could, while the ogre and the dog
always drew nearer and nearer.
“They are close!” cried the young woman, glancing behind. “You must throw the pin.”
So Dschemil took the hatchet from the cloak and threw it behind him, and a dense thicket of thorns sprang up
around them, which the ogre and his dog could not pass through.
“I will get through it somehow, if I burrow underground,” the ogre cried, and very soon he and his dog were on
the other side.
“Cousin,” said Dschemila, “they are close to us now.”
“Go in front, and fear nothing,” replied Dschemil. So she ran on a little way and then stopped.
“He is only a few yards away now,” she said, and Dschemil flung the needle on the ground. It turned into a
lake.
“I will drink, and my dog will drink, until it is dry!” shrieked the ogre, and the dog drank so much that it burst
and died. But the ogre did not stop for that, and soon the whole lake was nearly dry. Then he exclaimed,
“Dschemila, let your head become a donkey’s head, and your hair fur!” When it was done, Dschemil looked at
her in horror and said,
“She is really a donkey, and not a woman at all!”
And he left her and went home.
*
For two days, poor Dschemila wandered about alone, weeping bitterly. When her cousin drew near his home
town, he began to think over his conduct and to feel ashamed of himself.
“Perhaps by this time she has changed back to her proper self,” he said to himself. “I will go and see.”
So he made all the haste he could, and at last he saw her seated on a rock, trying to keep off the wolves who
longed to have her for dinner. He drove them off and said,
“Get up, dear cousin, you have had a narrow escape.” Dschemila stood up and said,
“Bravo, my friend. You persuaded me to fly with you and then left me helplessly to my fate.”
“Shall I tell you the truth?” he asked.
“Tell it.”
“I thought you were a witch, and I was afraid of you.”
“Did you not see me before my transformation? And did you not watch it happen under your very eyes, when
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the ogre bewitched me?”
“What shall I do?” said Dschemil. “If I take you into the town, everyone will laugh and say, ‘Is that a new kind
of toy you have got? It has hands like a woman, feet like a woman, the body of a woman, but its head is the head
of an ass, and its hair is fur.”
“Well, what do you mean to do with me?” asked Dschemila. “Better take me home to my mother by night and
tell no one anything about it.”
“So I will,” he said.
They waited where they were until it was nearly dark; then Dschemil brought his cousin home.
“Is that Dschemil?” asked the mother when he knocked softly.
“Yes, it is.”
“And have you found her?”
“Yes, and I have brought her to you.”
“Oh, where is she? Let me see her!” cried the mother.
“Here, behind me,” said Dschemil. But when the poor woman caught sight of her daughter, she shrieked, and
exclaimed,
“Are you making fun of me? When did I ever give birth to an ass?”
“Hush!” said Dschemil. “It is not necessary to let the whole world know. If you will look at her body, you will
see two scars on it.”
“Mother,” sobbed Dschemila, “do you really not know your own daughter?”
“Yes, of course I know her.”
“Where are her two scars then?”
“On her thigh is a scar from the bite of a dog, and on her breast is the mark of a burn, where she pulled a lamp
over her when she was little.”
“Then look at me and see if I am not your daughter,” said Dschemila, throwing off her clothes and showing her
two scars.
And at the sight, her mother embraced her, weeping.
“Dear daughter,” she cried, “what evil fate has befallen you?”
“It was the ogre who carried me off first and then bewitched me,” answered Dschemila.
“But what is to be done with you?” asked her mother.
“Hide me away, and tell no one anything about me. And you, dear cousin, say nothing to the neighbors, and if
they should put questions, you can answer that I have not yet been found.”
“So I will,” he said.
Then he and her mother took her upstairs and hid her in a cupboard, where she stayed a whole month, going
out to walk only when all the world was asleep.
*
Meanwhile, Dschemil had returned to his own home, where his father and mother, his brothers and neighbors,
greeted him joyfully.
“When did you come back,” they asked, “and have you found Dschemila?”
“No, I searched the whole world for her and heard nothing of her.”
“Did you part company with the man who started with you?”
“Yes. After three days, he got so weak and useless that he could not go on. It must be a month since he reached
his home again. I went on and visited every castle and looked in every house. But there were no signs of her, so I
gave it up.” They said,
“We told you before that it was no good. An ogre or ogress must have snapped her up, and how can you expect
to find her?”
“I loved her too much to be still,” he said.
But his friends did not understand, and soon they spoke to him again about it.
“We will seek a wife for you. There are plenty of young women prettier than Dschemila.”
“Perhaps, but I do not want them.”
“But what will you do with all the cushions and carpets and beautiful things you bought for your house?”
“They can stay in the chests.”
“But the moths will eat them! For a few weeks, it is of no consequence, but after a year or two they will be
useless.”
“And if they have to lie there ten years, I will have Dschemila, and her only, for my wife. For a month, or even
two months, I will rest here quietly. Then I will go and seek her again.”
“You are quite mad! Is she the only young woman in the world? There are plenty of others better worth having
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than she is.”
“If there are, I have not seen them. And why do you make all this fuss? Every man knows his own business
best.”
“Why, it is you who are making all the fuss yourself—”
But Dschemil turned and went into the house, because he did not want to quarrel.
*
Three months later, a Jew who was traveling across the desert came to the castle and laid himself down under
the well to rest. In the evening, the ogre saw him there and said,
“Jew, what are you doing here? Have you anything to sell?”
“I have only some clothes,” said the Jew, who was in mortal terror of the ogre.
“Oh, don’t be afraid of me,” said the ogre, laughing. “I shall not eat you. Indeed, I mean to go a bit of the way
with you myself.”
“I am ready, gracious sir,” replied the Jew, rising to his feet.
“Well, go straight on until you reach a town, and in that town you will find a young woman called Dschemila
and a young man called Dschemil. Take this mirror and this comb with you and say to Dschemila, ‘Your father,
the ogre, greets you and begs you to look at your face in this mirror, and it will appear as it was before. And you
should comb your hair with this comb, and it will be as formerly: If you do not carry out my orders, I will eat you
the next time we meet.’”
“I will obey you punctually,” cried the Jew.
After thirty days, the Jew entered the gate of the town and sat down in the first street he came to, hungry,
thirsty, and very tired. By chance, Dschemil happened to pass by, and, seeing a man sitting there, full in the glare
of the sun, he stopped, and said,
“Get up at once, Jew. You will have a sunstroke if you sit in such a place.”
“Ah, good sir,” replied the Jew, “for a whole month I have been traveling, and I am too tired to move.”
“Which way did you come?” asked Dschemil.
“From out there,” answered the Jew, pointing behind him.
“And you have been traveling for a month, you say? Well, did you see anything remarkable?”
“Yes, good sir. I saw a castle and lay down to rest under its shadow. And an ogre woke me and told me to come
to this town, where I should find a young man called Dschemil and a young woman called Dschemila.”
“My name is Dschemil. What does the ogre want with me?”
“He gave me some presents for Dschemila. How can I see her?”
“Come with me, and you shall give them into her own hands.”
So the two went together to the house of Dschemila's uncle, and Dschemil led the Jew into his aunt’s room.
“Aunt,” he said, “this Jew who is with me has come from the ogre and has brought with him, as presents, a
mirror and a comb that the ogre has sent her.”
“But it may be only some wicked trick on the part of the ogre,” she said.
“I don’t think so,” said the young man, “Give her the things.”
The young woman was called, and she came out of her hiding place. She went up to the Jew, saying,
“Where have you come from, Jew?”
“From your father, the ogre.”
“And what errand did he send you on?”
“He told me I was to give you this mirror and this comb and to say, ‘Look in this mirror, and comb your hair
with this comb, and both will become as they were formerly.’”
*
Dschemila took the mirror and looked into it and combed her hair with the comb. And she had no longer an
ass’s head but the face of a beautiful woman. Great was the joy of both mother and cousin at this wonderful sight,
and the news that Dschemila had returned soon spread, and the neighbors came flocking in with greetings.
“When did you come back?”
“My cousin brought me.”
“But he told us he could not find you.”
“I did that on purpose,” said Dschemil. “I did not want everyone to know.” Then he turned to his father and his
mother, his brothers and his sisters-in-law, and said,
“We must set to work at once, for the wedding will be today.” A beautiful litter was prepared to carry the bride
to her new home, but she shrank back, saying,
“I am afraid, lest the ogre carry me off again.”
“How can the ogre get at you when we are all here?” they said. “There are two thousand of us, altogether, and
15

every man has his sword.”
“He will manage it somehow;” said Dschemila. “He is a powerful king.”
“She is right,” said an old man. “Take away the litter, and let her go on foot if she is afraid.”
“But it is absurd!” exclaimed the others. “How can the ogre get hold of her?”
“I will not go,” said Dschemila. “You do not know that monster. I do.”
While they were disputing, the bridegroom arrived.
“Let her alone. She shall stay in her father’s house. After all, I can live here, and the wedding feast shall be
made ready.”
So they were married at last, and they died without having had a single quarrel.
100.21 Brother Deer: A Folktale\fn{told by Zinah D. (c.1920- )} from “the Libyan branch of ¿Ali al-Abyad tribe”,
Libya (F) 4
Here there is that girl and that boy. Their mother and father wished to go to Hejaz. So they said to the girl,
“Take care of your brother!” And they said to the boy,
“Take care of your sister!”
They brought provisions and left some for the children and kept the rest with them. They sealed the house with
a plaster made of water and dirt and said to the neighbors,
“Keep an eye on the children.”
O day, go! O day, come! and the girl and her brother were inside the house. Her brother said,
“My sister, why don’t we go out to promenade. We have been here for months and days!!” She said to him,
“Our mother and our father have sealed us in with mud mortar and they have said to the neighbors, ‘Keep an
eye on the children!’”
O day, go! O day, come! O month, go, O month, come! and their food ran out. What did they do?
They dug a hole in the plaster, and got out of the house. They looked around and found no one. They walked
about, here and there; it got dark and the night overtook them and they could not go back home. Then they slept
out in the wilderness under a tree. The boy would say to his sister,
“O my sister, I am hungry!” And she would say,
“O my brother, wait until morning, for daytime has eyes.”
In the morning, the two—the girl and her brother—got up and saw that the date palm tree was bearing fruit.
They ate some, took some along, and thanked the Lord. They kept on going. The boy said to his sister,
“O my sister, I am thirsty!” (due to their having eaten unripe dates).\fn{ Which dries up the mouth and causes one to be
very thirsty.} She said to him,
“Be patient!” And they kept on walking until they came to a well.
“O my sister, I am thirsty!”
“Descend into the well and get some water.”
Her brother went down the well, and he was about to drink. As he was about to drink they heard a voice
saying,
“He who drinks from this well will become a dog!”
His sister immediately yelled at him, “Don’t touch the water!” and he climbed out without drinking. They kept
on going.
“O my sister, I am thirsty!”
“Be patient!”
“O my sister, I am thirsty!”
“Be patient!”
They reached another well.
“O my sister, I am thirsty!”
“Go down the well and drink.”
That which happened at the first well happened at the second. Just before he would drink, a voice said,
“He who drinks from this well will become a donkey!” His sister immediately yelled at him,
“Don’t touch the water!” And he climbed out without drinking.
“O my sister, I am thirsty!”
“Be patient!”
They kept on going until they came to a spring.
“O my sister, I am thirsty!”
“Go down and drink …!”He went down to the water; as he was about to drink they heard a voice saying,
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“He who drinks from this spring will become a deer!” His sister immediately yelled to him,
“Don’t touch the water!”
“Oh! But, sister, I am thirsty. I am about to die of thirst!” She said,
“Let us bathe, but don’t you dare drink!”
They bathed and cleaned themselves. The girl and her brother sat down. She took out a comb that she had and
combed her hair and tidied herself up. They rested, and after they rested they left. A short while later the girl is
saying with concern,
“My brother, I forgot the comb at the spring. Wait here. I’ll go get it and I’ll come back!” He said to her,
“No, sister, I’ll go get it for you. Wait here and I’ll be back quickly.” She warned him,
“Let the spring be! Don’t you dare drink.”
“Will do, sister!”
He ran to the spring and found the comb. But he—for he was very thirsty—disobeyed his sister’s talk and took
one gulp of water. He looked only to find himself transformed into a deer. He picked up the comb with his horns
and galloped back to his sister. Once his sister saw him, she broke out crying and wailing,
“Why did you drink from the spring? O my brother. Haven’t I told you …”
In short, she collected herself and kept on going and he—her brother, the deer—trailed her. They walked and
walked—one land carried them and another land put them down—until they came to a spot where there were
trees and springs: oasis, but with no people. They lived there for a while.
*
One day the sultan went out hunting. God willed that he get to that spot where the girl and her brother were
living. One of the people with the sultan saw her with the deer. He told the sultan and the sultan chased her on his
horse. She ran and her brother was trailing her, until finally she could not run any longer and he, with his horse,
cornered her.
“Are you a human being or a jinniyyah?” he inquired.
“Human, of the best humans!”
“What are you doing here in this desolate spot?”
“God’s will!”
“No one lives here. You must come with me to the inhabited part!” She answered,
“I don’t move anywhere without the deer!”
The sultan placed her on the horse behind himself and returned to his hunting party. All the time she would cry
and the deer trotting after them would cry too. He, the sultan, took her to his palace, placed her with the servants
(at first!). She and her brother lived in the garden and her brother would come in and go out of the palace as he
pleased.
One day the sultan saw her in the garden. She appealed to him and he wanted to marry her but she refused; she
said,
“No!” Day after day she became more beautiful and the sultan became determined to write a formal contract of
his marriage to her, but whenever he asked her, she would say,
“No!” Finally, she consented but on the condition “that the deer must stay with me at all times!” The sultan
said,
“And I agree!”
They got married; he entered upon her, and she became pregnant by him. The sultan’s other wives became
jealous of her. One day when the sultan was away, they said to her slyly,
“Come, let us promenade in the garden!”
They had arranged for a slave-girl to place a mat on the mouth of an old dry well in the palace garden. They
said to her, “Slave-girl, place a mat over the well.” They said to her,\an{ The new bride.}
“Come, you are the one who is special. You sit in the middle!”
While she sat down the mat took her and fell down into the well. They went back into the palace. No one else
saw, and no one knew.
The deer would come to the well and would weep and wail! The Lord willed that when she fell in the well she
would not get hurt.
*
One day passed! On the second day she delivered a baby boy. Her hair grew long and covered her up. By
God’s will she would nurse her child inside the well. Her brother would come and constantly hover around the
well and would wail and cry until the servants in the palace began to inquire,
“Why is this deer crying?”
Now, fearing that their crime would be revealed, the sultan’s wives drew up a plan to get rid of the deer. One of
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the sultan’s wives pretended to be ill and said,
“I must eat the liver of this deer in order to be cured!”
The sultan said, “All right!” (For they had told the sultan, after he had returned home, that his new wife had
run away.) So he said,
“All right! Slaughter her deer!”
When the servants went out to slaughter him, he galloped to the well and wailed,
O Budûr, my dear little sister! O Budûr, my little sister!
They have sharpened the knives, and heated the cauldrons;
for your little brother, Sûr.

And she replied in an anguished tone.
O Sûr, my dear little brother!
O Sûr, my little brother!
My hair is undone and is covering me up, while the sultan’s son is in my arms.
And I have no means to reach out for you!

He wailed,
O Budûr, my little sister!
O Budûr, my little sister!
They have sharpened the knives, and heated the cauldrons;
for your little brother, Sûr!

And she answered,
O Sûr, my little brother!
O, Sûr, my little brother!
My hair is undone and is covering me up, while the sultan’s son is in my arms.
I have no means to reach out for you!

Who was listening to all this? The servants who were to slaughter him, slaughter the deer. Tears would flee
away from their eyes, and they were unable to catch him for he kept on running away from them. But when they
looked into the well, they could see nothing except the hair of the girl, his sister—which had grown to such a
length as to allow for covering the inside of the well; and they would think that it was something that grows in
water. They would go to the sultan’s wife and say,
“He ran away from us! We couldn’t catch him!”
Then the sultan’s wife would become wild with anger, beat them up, and say, “Go back! If you do not
slaughter the deer, I will have the sultan slaughter you!” and things like that.
*
One day, at dawn, as the boy was standing at the edge of the well saying in a wailing tone,
O Budûr, my little sister!
O Budûr, my little sister!
They have sharpened the knives, and heated the cauldrons;
for your little brother, Sûr!

and his sister was replying,
O Sûr, my little brother!
O Sûr, my little brother!
My hair is undone and is covering me up, while the sultan's son is in my arms.
I have no means to reach out for you!

it chanced that the sheikh of the mosque (i.e., the imam) was passing by on his way to call for the dawn prayers.
He said,
“In the name of God the Merciful, the Compassionate! Is this well haunted by jinn, or what!?” He called,
“Are you of the humans or the jinn?” She said,
“I am a human, of the best humans.”
“What are you doing here? Who did this to you?”
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She told him the story. “I am the sultan’s wife; my co-wives threw me in the well; they said to me, ‘Come let
us promenade in the garden.’ They placed a mat on the well and said, ‘Sit here in our midst!’ And here I am in the
well.”
My hair is undone and is covering me up, while the sultan’s son is in my arms.
I have no means to reach out for my little brother Sûr!”

As soon as the sheikh heard this he went running to the sultan. He told him the story. They went and brought
her out, she and her son, and took them to the palace. And the deer was trotting after them.
That other woman, her co-wife, was still lying in bed, pretending to be ill, and was saying in a fake, weak
voice,
“Did you bring the liver of the deer?” They said to her,
“Get up! Receive your due!” He sent her back to her father’s house and said to her,
“You are thrice divorced!”\fn{I.e., irrevocably.}
And they lived in happiness.
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1.271 & 252.103 1. The Drumming Sands 2. Excerpts from The Seven Veils Of Seth\fn{by Ibrahim al-Kouni
(1948-)} “in the Fezzan region,” … “in the desert of the Tuareg,” Libya (M) 10
1
Misbah Said jumped down from the Land-rover and took out a blanket and spread it under a sparse desert tree.
He watched his companion opening the front of the Land-Rover, examining the oil and letting the motor cool off.
He gave an encompassing look at the emptiness, silent and surrendered to the sun, while the sound of the engine
still buzzed in his ears.
“Jabbour,” he said, collapsing on to the blanket, “you wouldn’t have an Aspro, would you? The noise of your
car has given me a headache.” He spat on to the sands that glistened under the sun’s rays and watched the spittle
disappear into the thirsty pores.
“I feel my brain’s boiling,” he added.
Jabbour approached with a loaf of bread, tins of sardines and a bottle filled with a yellow-colored liquid.
“You people of the city aren’t used to the desert. Wait, I’ve got nature’s cure for headaches and all other
illnesses, a medicine a lot more effective than Aspro.”
“Whiskey in this heat! God forbid!”
“We’ll rest here until the evening,” said Jabbour, engrossed in opening the tins of sardines, “then we’ll
continue our journey by night. It’s better both for us and the car.”
He broke the loaf with his hands, then opened the bottle and poured out two glasses.
“Let’s agree as from now,” he said, handing him the glass—“you have two to my one. Don’t forget I’m driving
—also I’m not a drinker like you.”
“And who told you I was a drinker?”
“You’re a man of the city, besides I don’t believe your life in Europe was devoid of such things. As for me, I’m
still a student, and were my father to find out he’d immediately take his gun to me—this despite the fact that he
used to imbibe laqbi in his time. Ah, how cruel were our fathers, killing a date palm in order to get drunk from its
heart.”
“Ah, Europe …” said Misbah Said, as though talking to himself. Jabbour took a sandwich and added in the
same tone:
“Europe, it took me over. I was like you.”
“Leave talk of Europe till after the third glass,” Jabbour interrupted, handing him his second glass. “It’s a
subject that greatly interests me. They promised to send me on a scholarship to France so as to further my career
as an agricultural adviser. An agricultural adviser—what a job! Do you know how tedious it is? Ough, those
Touareg\fn{The 900,000 Berber-speaking Muslim pastoralists who inhabit an area in North Africa ranging from Touat in Algeria and
Ghudamis in Libya, to northern Nigeria, and from Fezzan in Libya to Timbuktu in Mali .} refuse to participate in any agricultural
project. They still believe themselves to be aristocrats, knights of the desert, and despise farming and farmers.”
\fn{Touareg society continues to be feudal, ranging from nobles, through clergy, vassals, and artisans, to laborers (once slaves), the people
dwelling in tents of red-dyed skin, and traditionally armed with two-edged swords, sheathed daggers, iron lances, and leather shields .}
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He took a bite at the sandwich and mouthed the words as he chewed:
“But … they’re good people … one must … help them.”
He turned towards Misbah Said who was leaning against the trunk of the tree and looking at the far horizon, a
shimmering mirage.
“You seem to be worried. Don’t think of Europe now. I told you, after the third glass. The third glass will make
you reveal tome those secrets you don’t want to reveal.”
“In Europe there aren’t any secrets.”
“We shall see. We shall see. You seem to be worried despite the second glass. Ah, I’ve remembered—what’s
your opinion of the Governor of Ghat?\fn{ An oasis in south-western Libya located on the border with Algeria, on the Libyan side
of the Ajjer Plateau.} It’ll be a journalist’s scoop. He’s a modest man and didn’t tell you how alone, with his three
children, he was able to hold up a French unit of armored cars in the aggression of ’fifty-seven. A fabulous man—
don’t forget this incident in your investigation.”
“I was like you,” Misbah interrupted him in a dreamy voice, “before I went to Europe.”
He took the glass from Jabbour.
“Don’t go to Europe,” he asserted firmly. “I don’t advise you …”
Jabbour raised his head enquiringly. Taking a cigarette from Jabbour, he added:
“It’s difficult to explain.”
“Even after the third glass?”
“Even after the tenth.”
For several minutes there was silence. Wiping the sweat that poured from his brow with the sleeve of his shirt,
Jabbour said:
“I hope that you will take back with you some good copy about life in the south. I must say you’re the first
journalist to take his profession seriously in this country.” Misbah Said watched the smoke from his cigarette
floating in the air.
“Yeah,” he answered in a despairing tone, “but I don’t see any point in it all.” Jabbour came and sat down
beside him.
“Perhaps,” he said confidentially, embracing the vast emptiness with his gaze. “But I don’t see it like that. We
are always capable of doing something for those unfortunate people. They are content with their misery,
submitting to their misfortune as though it were God’s destiny for them. Our task is to demolish in them this
contentment, to make them believe that the evil lieutenant and his ally the Governor are no more than a couple of
dummies who are appropriately employed sitting on chairs and writing suspect reports to the powers-that-be. It’s
difficult to demolish this contentment, but it’s our duty to try.”
He drew on his cigarette and added:
“The press is one of the tools by which to bring it about.”
“The lieutenant’s a good man.”
“Good?” After a period of silence he added:
“Good people don’t kill.”
“Kill?”
“Certainly. He killed and wounded sixty-four people in the demonstrations. Till now he hasn’t forgiven me for
having arranged those demonstrations. He tries to show affection for me but it’s all a show—mere show and
malice. He doesn’t forget that they stripped him of two pips\fn{ Grades of military rank.} because of this crime, and he
believes that I am still actively political among the people. As you see, one’s personal interests are stronger than
anything else.”
Astonishment showed in Misbah’s eyes but he kept silent. He was looking at the mirage wrestling with the
silence, the sands and the labyrinthine horizon.
*
The sun was beginning to set as the land-rover set off across the emptiness that stretched away endlessly.
“The desert—how dreary and frightening it is!” said Misbah as he looked out at it through the window.
Holding hard to the steering wheel, Jabbour commented:
“Yes, it’s dreary and frightening, but it’s like life, like existence itself, a secret that seems to be sunk in
desolation and silence. It promises you everything, it promises you the most priceless thing that can be given to a
traveler who has lost his way. It promises you water and when you look for the water all you find in front of you
is a mirage—mirages and mirages, a sea of mirages. They dance in front of you and stick their tongue out at you
in mockery, leading you on without purpose. But, mind, you must always resist. Don’t give in to the mirage as
being a mirage, for the desert mirage is nothing but an underlying enigma, behind which you must search for real
water. Don’t let despair take possession of you, for in the end, over there, behind that endless mirage, you will
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find a well, if not a complete oasis. The great thing is to resist—that’s the first secret for dealing with the desert.”
He turned towards Misbah and asked him to light him a cigarette. After a period of silence broken only by the
buzzing of the engine, he said:
“The desert’s like a flirtatious woman. It is unassailable, coquettish, never giving itself from the first time. You
must try to possess it, try to discover its secret so that you can make yourself master of it. You see no point in all
that. I, though, I see the point in everything. It is this that the desert has taught me. As for Europe, it has taken you
over because you submitted to it.”
Misbah made no comment whatsoever. He continued to watch the darkness flooding the emptiness, listening to
the hum of the motor that bored into his ears and brought on his headache.
Jabbour stopped the car alongside a small sandy hillock. He got down, climbed the hillock and looked about
him.
“It’s the middle of the night,” he said, coming back down, “and I don’t see any sign of the lights of Oubari. It
seems we’ve lost our way.”
Jumping down from the car, Misbah said in a tone of annoyance:
“We should have kept to the main road from the beginning.”
“Say rather that we shouldn’t have got drunk—that’s more to the point.” Jabbour laughed and threw himself
down on the soft sands and took out the packet of cigarettes from his pocket.
“I wanted to take a short cut,” he said quietly, having lit the cigarette. “I relied on my experience but it appears
that the desert doesn’t excuse those who are drunk. If you want us not to commit a fourth mistake, then we must
remain here till dawn. There’s not enough petrol left to allow us to roam around the desert aimlessly. We haven’t
got sufficient reserves of petrol. That’s our third mistake and the worst mistake of all. Come along, my dear
fellow, tonight you’re going to find yourselves obliged to talk to me about Europe, if only to wile away the long
night.”
He laughed cheerfully but stopped as he noticed Misbah’s annoyance. The latter had collapsed on the cold
sands and was looking at the sand dunes submerged in dark silence.
“The moon will soon show her face,” said Jabbour, as though to reassure him, having realized the reason for
his unease. “You’ll see how magical the desert looks at night by moonlight. You’ll enjoy its magic as it bares itself
to you like a European woman. It will reveal to you one of its many secrets, as numerous as the grains of sand.
*
Misbah Said listened intently. It seemed to him that the beating of drums and the noise of music pierced his
ears, coming from somewhere close by, very close, from just behind or from on top of the sand hillock. Again he
listened carefully: the beating of drums was more violent, the reverberation of the music more clamorous. It was
an African rhythm, African drums—violent, clamorous, frenzied and mournful.
Misbah Said was so agitated that he was frightened he would divulge to his companion what he was hearing.
He made up his mind to occupy himself with something so as to drive away the hallucination and began to sing
an old folk song.
*
The moon with its pallid mien began to steal out from behind the sand hillock. Still in the grip of his agitation,
Misbah enquired:
“Jabbour, don’t you think there are tribes living near here? The Touareg, for instance?”
“The Touareg don’t live in the open air,” Jabbour said as he stretched out lazily on the sand, smoking a
cigarette. He crossed his legs and looked out into space. “These wastes are inhabited only by wolves and silence
and various reptiles. That’s at night—as for daytime there’s the sun and the mirages.”
“How strange! It seemed to me a short while ago …” He hesitated before making known his secret: “I heard
the beating of drums and music being played on some weird instrument.”
“You see,” commented Jabbour with a smile, “this is the first of the secrets.”
“You’re joking.”
“I’m not joking,” Jabbour broke in seriously. “These are the drums of the desert.”
“Drums of the desert?” asked Misbah in a childish tone. “You’re making fun.”
“I’m not making fun. The desert’s a living being, like man. It has a soul and a spirit and pores to its skin. It
suffers. It dances at night, it sings, it beats drums, plays music. It cheers itself up, generally after the torment of an
intensely hot day. You don’t know the desert, Misbah.”
Misbah kept silent and Jabbour rose and turned towards the pallid moon.
“You don’t know,” he added, “the secret of the success of African music—it’s because it’s drawn forth from
the bowels of this desert. They knew that looking at it would drive them to madness, so they participated with it in
its dance and its joy and thus they conquered it by conquering their own fear of it. Had they maintained the
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attitude of the onlooker they would have been gripped by terror and madness. They deal with it as they deal with
life. I confess that I was gripped by terror the first time I heard those drums, but after that I got used to them.”
“I’ve never heard about it before.”
“And you won’t hear about it. You city-dwellers, you isolate yourselves in your cities and complain about life
and other things, so how do you hope to understand the desert? I’ve told you, the desert’s a woman whom it is
difficult to know from the beginning. You need to be on intimate terms with her for a longer time if you are
determined to discover her secret.”
He pulled off his sandals and plunged his hands and feet into the cold sands.
“How sad this desert is!” he said in a choked voice. “It is tortured by day, its bones being crushed by the sun. It
makes complaint of its eternal sadness by playing magical tunes on the tiny particles of sand. It plays and plays,
beating the drums until morning overtakes it, when once again it throws its body into the arms of its executioner,
the sun. And so the journey of eternal torment continues.”
Jabbour had has head lowered towards the ground, his hands and feet thrust into the cold sand. It seemed to
Misbah Said that he would burst into tears. He went on regarding him in silence, then there penetrated to his ears
the sounds of drumming—surging, sad and frenzied.
*
Before reaching the main road they were out of petrol. Jabbour jumped from the land-Rover and took down
with him the gallon of water.
“Having been in touch with the police post at al-Uwainat\fn{ About 100 miles northeast of Ghat, well inside Lybia .}
they’ll come to our rescue. We must reach the main road by foot before they start their search.”
“Leaving the road was a mistake from the start.”
“The real mistake was getting drunk. I’m feeling thirsty already. I committed a sin the desert won’t forgive me.
He carried the water and they moved off in the direction of the main road.
*
It was midday. The sun had drawn close to the desert’s body, its flames unleashed. The last drop of water had
gone but they hadn’t yet reached the main road.
*
Misbah sat on the scorching sands to recover his breath, while Jabbour wiped the sweat away with his fingers
and stared out at the vastness that stretched before him.
“I’m not going anywhere,” said Misbah, trying to moisten the walls of his mouth and his dry lips with a
parched tongue. “I can’t make it.”
Jabbour stretched out his arms to help him, but the latter firmly shook his head in a sign of refusal.
*
He heard him talking, then sitting down alongside him, then talking and talking and continuing to make
gestures with his hands, but he no longer heard, was no longer listening, no longer seeing. Everything was
immersed in darkness as Jabbour carried him on his shoulders. He would stagger and fall and then he’d drag him
along by his feet, and the soft sands would frenziedly set up their sad, raucous music.
*
The sun’s disk plunged down to embrace the horizon in an orange glow. The burning rays, ablaze like skewers,
had beaten down the whole day on the township. With the lifting of the heat the reptiles and insects came out of
their hiding-places to move around amongst the bushes, the areas of wasteland and the date palms. The people
who had kept to their huts also came out and went to their cultivated fields and started up the pumps to fill the
parched waterways.
In the courtyard in front of the guest-house a number of the inhabitants had gathered, with their large white
turbans, to gaze curiously through the windows.
The land-Rover arrived, raising behind it a long trail of dust. The inhabitants ran off to hide themselves among
the date palms behind the municipality building. The lieutenant’s tall form stepped out; he was dressed in uniform
and two silver pips shone on his shoulders; in his right hand he carried a cane. He came to a stop in the courtyard
of the guest-house and stood there for a while before entering.
“How do you feel now?” he asked without emotion, seating himself on a wooden chair.
Misbah Said sat up in the bed, leaning his back against the wall.
“Thanks be to God,” he said, “I’m getting my strength back. What’s the latest news?”
The lieutenant took out a packet of cigarettes and offered one to Misbah Said, who repeated his question as he
lit a match for the lieutenant:
“What’s the latest news?”
“Nothing new. I received the last call a short while ago—they haven’t found anything yet. Cars are still out
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scouring the desert.”
The silence was pierced by the clamor of the crickets and the murmuring of the inhabitants who were again
swarming round the house.
“You should ally yourself with them.”
“I’m afraid the time has passed,” the lieutenant replied to the suggestion. Outside the clamor of the crickets
and the noise of the pumps grew louder in the silence. Then the lieutenant repeated:
“I’m afraid the time has passed.”
*
The hum of the pumps had grown silent, the inhabitants had taken themselves to their huts, and then it had
become a stage for insects and reptiles and the silence broken by the persistent lament of the crickets. Seating
himself cross-legged on the Persian carpet—he was dressed in civilian clothes—the lieutenant was preparing the
green tea over a fire of hidden embers.
“They found him drowned in the well,” he said. “He was totally naked.”
He denuded the coals of ashes with a fan made from palm fronds, and went on in a low voice:
“You know that thirst makes a man imagine that his clothes are so heavy on his body that he wants to free
himself of everything. He does so as the moment draws near when man gets rid of his complex of being
embarrassed to walk about naked.”
“Thirst,” he went on after a few moments of silence, “thirst makes him forget that there’s absolutely no point in
arriving at the well without clothes. He would have been able to tear them up and make of them a rope which he
could have let down into the well and sucked at the wet cloth. But he had freed himself of the clothes and thus
faced a cruel choice: either to die of thirst above the well as he looked down at the water or to die of drowning in
the water, that’s to say in the well.”
He began stirring the tea. Without attempting to change his indifferent tone of voice, he continued”
“You can imagine what it means for a man to cover fifty kilometers only to die, far away over there, in the
bottom of the well. He had resisted for a long time and had only thrown himself into it when he had lost all hope
and was in a state of madness.
He passed Misbah the tea in a small glass, which Misbah placed on the rug in front of him. He remained silent,
his back in contact with the cold wall as he listened to the lament of the crickets outside. With his thumb he traced
along the pattern adorning the Persian rug, then said quietly;
“You know, lieutenant, I heard a story about something that happened in al-Hammada al-Hamra at the time of
the drought and famine. A Bedouin met up with a robber under the open sky. The brigand wanted to rob him of his
only camel, so the Bedouin pleaded with him saying that it was the only one he possessed and promised to take
him to a rich man of his acquaintance who was in need of someone to herd his camels and sheep. On the way to
the rich man’s village the robber trod on a mine that had been left over from the World War.\fn{ German, Italian,
British, French, and American troops fought pitched battles involving tens of thousands of tanks, recoilless rifles and tanks all over North
Africa, from Algeria to Egypt, between 1942 and 1944 .} When the robber felt the mine under his feet the motion of human

kindness was awakened within him and he told the Bedouin to make good his escape. But the Bedouin, amazed
by the robber’s humanity, insisted on digging a deep hole under the robber’s feet. Having finished it, he told his
companion to fall backwards into the hole just as soon as he had gone off to a sufficient distance. The Bedouin
went off until he was out of sight of the robber. The robber then withdrew his foot and fell into the ditch behind
him. However, a stray piece of shrapnel struck the Bedouin a mortal blow, while the robber escaped without a
scratch. Do you understand me, lieutenant?”
“I understand you. I understand you.”
“It’s always the innocent who die and the robbers who are left. Do you understand me, lieutenant?”
“I understand you. I understand you. Life … life—like the desert—knows no mercy. Life is a crime in the
desert. I saw that written up in Tifinagb\fn{ The script of the Tareef, of which I can determine nothing more at this time .} on the
walls of Mount Akakus\fn{Between Ghat and al-Uwainit.} and it was translated to me by a learned Sheikh from the
Touareg.”
Misbah Said remained with his back in contact with the wall. After a few moments drumbeats burst forth from
the bowels of the silence, a rhythm that was violent, raucous and frenzied, yet at the same time deeply sad.
*
The beats followed one another, and voices were raised in song: a strange singing that resembled wailing. He
heard shouts and groans mixing with the singing and the clamor of the drums. He tried to drive the noise from his
head. Despite himself he asked:
“Don’t you hear the beating of drums?”
“Of course I hear it—it’s the Touareg singing.”\fn{ Small groups of Touareg are found in the southwest, especially at the
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Ghadamis and Ghat oases.}

“The Touareg?”
“The Touareg get together every week, on Fridays after midnight, to sing and dance to their drums until the
morning. These are their customs.”
Then he rose and put on his shoes.
“You must rest. Tomorrow there’s a long journey ahead of you.”
He closed the door behind him. After a while Misbah heard the sound of the Land-Rover’s engine mingling
with the beating of the drums. He listened for a few moments, then dressed and went out.
*
He threaded his way through the date palms immersed in darkness. He cut across the cemetery. Behind a sandy
hillock he saw women garbed in black sitting in a circle round the drums and veiled men with large white turbans
who were dancing, calling out to one another, and going into convulsions and striking their breasts with their fists.
He squatted down on top of the hillock and watched their frenzy and listened to their raucous drumming, their
pained groans, their songs that were as sad as laments for the dead. The din pierced the darkness, the desert and
the quietness of night.
The winds woke him early as they buffeted the glass of the windows and the doors. He sat waiting in the
reception hall, with the dust embedding itself in his hair and round his neck and creeping in between his body and
his clothes.
The lieutenant came in. He was wearing his summer uniform. Without greeting him he asked:
“Are you ready? We must set off before the storm gets worse so as to catch the afternoon plane. I’ve decided to
take you along myself.”
The lieutenant sat behind the steering wheel and drove the Land-Rover at a dangerous speed for such a day
when, with the dust, visibility was no more than three meters. A quarter of an hour passed without them
exchanging a word, then the lieutenant asked:
“If you’d be kind enough, a cigarette.”
Misbah Said took the packet of cigarettes from his pocket and lit one for the lieutenant and one for himself.
Drawing on his cigarette, the lieutenant said:
“One must enjoy everything.” Then he coughed and added: “Even smoking.”
“Yes, one must enjoy everything,” commented Misbah mockingly. He affected a cough and added in imitation
of the lieutenant’s tone of voice: “Even committing a crime.”
The lieutenant’s lower lip trembled as he turned sharply to his companion.
“What?” he asked in surprise. “What do you mean?”
“Nothing.”
He pressed down again on the accelerator as a silence rose up between them.
*
Misbah’s face was flushed as he said with alarming calm:
“Why did you kill him?”
“I don’t understand you.”
“You do. The people told me everything yesterday.”
After a moment of silence the lieutenant answered:
“The people! Perhaps they told you of some alleged enmity between him and me?”
“No, they told me of things other than the enmity.”
“I don’t understand you.”
The silence had risen up between them like a mountain, but Misbah Said seized hold of the lieutenant’s arm in
a sudden convulsive movement as he shouted:
“You understand all right … you understand.”
The lieutenant had to break and bring the car to a complete stop. Without his features expressing any anger or
agitation he removed the hand that clutched at his arm.
The dust storm had worsened so much that it was impossible to see ahead at all. The lieutenant preferred to
wait till the storm calmed down and brought the car to a stop at the side of the raod. He took out a packet of
cigarettes and offered one to Misbah, who refused with a shudder. The lieutenant lit his own cigarette and said
quietly through the cloud of smoke:
“There are many things you don’t know about, very many things.”
“But I know many things. It is enough for me as from today to know that a man of the law can commit a crime
before the world and remain free.”
“Do you consider that a crime?”
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“Yes, it was possible for you to have saved him.”
“A man of the law is not responsible for saving anyone.”
“But you are responsible, in fact you’re under an obligation to do so.”
“Now we’re getting close. Listen. Listen well. A man who chooses the life of the desert must not rely on
anyone. Because he is not subservient to anyone’s authority, he enjoys utter freedom, even if he doesn’t know
what to do with this freedom except to chase after gazelles or mirages. When he’s thirsty or in difficulties he must
rely on himself, he must pay the price of the complete freedom he enjoys because of his being free of authority.”
Misbah Said began to tremble. He drew close to the lieutenant as he said:
“Had Jabbour been free of authority he would not have depended on you.”
They exchanged a quick glance before the lieutenant said:
“Had he been subject to authority, why did he dare to raise his voice against me so as to win over those idiotic
locals to his side? He knew that no one would come to his rescue for the Touareg had taught him to lead an ascetic
life and choose the desert, and his death was the price for defending this freedom. This authority does not protect
those who raise their voices in opposition to it. So long as the authority provides you with bread and takes upon
itself to care for you and look after you and protect you, it will certainly break your head in if you try to show
enmity. It makes payment to you in exchange for your keeping quiet, it buys your eternal silence, but if you’ve
taken your freedom then all you can do is to have recourse to the desert.”
“Your justification is barbarous, uglier than the crime,” said Misbah in a threatening tone. “But wait—you’ll
see when I arrive at the capital. I’ll expose you in the papers. I’ll write the details of the crime and I’ll not rest till
you’re brought to trial.”
“You’ll profit nothing from that,” said the lieutenant with a smile. “You haven’t a single piece of evidence with
which to convict me. The real crime was committed by the desert. Nothing killed him but his aspiring to freedom.
Freedom is the criminal which should be brought to trial. All I did was to be late, just a little late. I did that on
purpose: several hours or perhaps half a day. The rest of the job the desert was able to do on my behalf. I had to
do it—a small punishment in the name of authority against which he had rebelled, refusing to take the bread from
its hand. As for my confessions, there is no witness except yourself and you require a third party to establish my
crime, as you call it.”
“But there are the locals, they’ll testify in my favor. They told me of your hatred and that of the Governor and
provincial officers for him; they are sympathetic towards him and will testify against you. You hate him because
he knows the truth about you and I’ll expose—”
“That’s enough of that,” the lieutenant interrupted him coldly. “Knowledge of the truth in our time is a
justification that is all too sufficient for being punished. Listen—my own brother was also in opposition.”
He was silent for a while as he watched the dust sweeping across the windscreen. Then, his voice quavering,
he went on:
“He was stubbornly in opposition at the beginning of independence and it wasn’t long before the authorities
recognized how dangerous he was. Then, all of a sudden, he disappeared.”
“Disappeared?” An exclamation of surprise escaped from Misbah Said’s lips.
“Yes, he disappeared from that time until today.”
“Where would he have disappeared to?” Ignoring his question, the lieutenant continued:
“That day I discovered the truth: I had to make a choice: either to keep to the truth or to ignore it for ever.”
“To betray your conscience?”
“Yes, I wanted to live. I chose to keep possession of my bread and butter.”
“You took bread in exchange for truth,” commented Misbah Said scornfully.
“And why not?”
“You betrayed your conscience.”
“And why not?”
Silence rose up between them like a wall. A little later the lieutenant looked out of the window, then turned to
Misbah Said and in a tone which, for the first time, was devoid of any harshness, said:
“I trust you’ve understood me.”
He turned the switch and put his foot down on the accelerator.
*
In the cafeteria of Sebha airport the two of them sat facing one another after Misbah had checked in his
luggage. After a long silence he said:
“Thanks for everything.”
The lieutenant remained silent, his eyes roving among the passengers.
The loudspeaker system informed passengers that they should make their way to the plane, so Misbah rose to
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his feet, only to find that the lieutenant was already standing in front of him, his hand held out to him as though it
were a revolver. Misbah shook the hand and they exchanged a quick glance.
Before Misbah disappeared amidst the crowd of other passengers the lieutenant had caught up with him and
said in a hissed whisper:
“Don’t count too much on the locals,” and bade him farewell with an enigmatic smile.
2
The shadowy figures of travelers, who might bring either rain or harm to the community, always seemed
portentous. So they consulted the diviner about the newcomer’s intentions, even before concern spread through the
oasis, but the diviner—in a way typical of this miserable fraternity who are unable to satisfy people’s curiosity, even
though people cannot dispense with them—merely sparked more curiosity with his murky sayings, which resembled
riddles and puzzles.
The inhabitants of the oasis would not have been skeptical about the stranger’s doings, had he not aroused their
suspicions with his conduct, for normally they hastened to welcome visitors and to shower them with displays of
generosity, commencing with the slaughter of livestock, continuing with evening festivities, and concluding by
shackling them with marriage to their daughters. They had attempted to employ the same ruses with this suspect
wayfarer. Eventually they dispatched the fool, in hopes of obtaining a reading on the situation, since they had
adopted the ancient tradition of utilizing a fool as their trusted messenger.
They were convinced that strangers are by nature mysterious, secretive individuals, who conceal more than they
reveal. Otherwise, they would never have set out across the deserts and would never have chosen to join the ranks of
foreigners. Whenever their fools failed, they sent a sage. If he failed as well, they dispatched to the cunning fellow
the scion of all the cunning of the oasis and perhaps of the entire desert: the diviner.
The stranger outwitted the entire string of investigators this time, however, thus increasing the apprehensions of
the people and the anxieties of the elders. When the nobles consulted the diviner, he volunteered a cryptic statement
of the sort that diviners favor:
“Each day I grow ever more certain that not for no reason at all does a man travel great distances to seek what a
mirage conceals.” Then Elelli added a clearer summary of the encounter:
“There’s more here than meets the eye; so, beware!” The fool Edahi said what no one else did, although his
remark disgusted both the elders and the common folk:
“I’ll tell you the truth. The best thing you can do is to kill him tonight.”
*
He found the spring at the southwestern edge of the oasis. Shocked by the sight of the abundant water, which was
ringed round with rude, earthen dikes, he slipped out of his clothes, pulled off his veil, and—without even meaning to—
threw himself into the tempting pool. With his hands and feet he created a turbulence that disturbed the stillness of the
water and the silence of the grove, which was surrounded by lofty palm trees interspersed with unfamiliar shrubs. From
the fields wafted some unseen fruit’s mysterious scent, which tickled his nostrils, although he could not identify it.
The water on his skin felt delightful: cool, soft, and as smooth as a beautiful woman’s body. He ducked his head, and
the flood covered him completely. The heavenly spring rocked him; he enjoyed submersion in the water and succumbed
to the intoxication. When he thrust his head up suddenly from the depths to gasp for air, he heard a confidential
whispering. He listened carefully for a moment, but silence returned, blanketing the whole area. After inhaling greedily,
he found himself repeating involuntarily:
“How delightful! Why haven’t the idiotic wise men of the desert ever told us that water’s embrace is more delightful
than women’s?”
He was starting to submerge once more when the whispering started again. He discerned a feminine timbre to it. He
listened for a time, but the voices fell silent and stillness prevailed, interrupted only by the cooing of a dove and the
chirring of grasshoppers. He disappeared again, surrendering to the mysterious deeps, as vague insights were awakened
in his consciousness.
From the body of water he received a forgotten message. He strove to crack the talisman protecting it, but this was
difficult. He struggled and did not give up. He almost succeeded, for consciousness’ smoldering coal flared up so that
darkness was dispersed and existence was convulsed by a prophecy, but a commotion spoiled everything. He shot to the
surface to find a row of beauties above him. He was unsure whether they were human beauties or beautiful jinn. They
traded jests with a boldness unknown among the women of the desert and winked at one another with a coquettishness
in which virginal bashfulness was not totally overshadowed by traces of the seduction of wanton hussies or even of the
temptation of the women singers, of whose audacity visitors from distant lands provide legendary accounts.
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They were haughty and uncannily similar in physique and height, and perhaps even in rank. They had beautiful faces,
fair complexions, and large black eyes—like gazelles’—that sparkled with promise, seduction, and passion. They wore
wraps that concealed their towering bodies but revealed the contours of their full, curvaceous rumps. So he decided to
jest:
“Do I see female jinn or beautiful women?”
They all laughed again, and their bodies swayed back and forth, as if dancing at a celebration of the full moon. They
so dazzled his eyes that he whispered himself some advice:
“Had no beautiful woman ever entered the desert, it would have been preferable to put your head under the water and
keep it there forever.” One of them, in a lilting voice, asked:
“Why do you doubt we’re human?” Without any hesitation he answered, as he ploughed through the water:
“Your beauty!” They echoed in unison:
“Beauty?” Even so, he replied with the wiles of a man well acquainted with women:
“Not merely your beauty, but your similarity. You resemble each other like female jinn.”
“Like female jinn?” They laughed merrily, and then the woman with the seductive voice suggested:
“You speak about the female jinn as if you belonged to that nation.”
“I’m not a jinni, but my first wife was one.” They cried out with genuine curiosity:
“Really?”
Then they started laughing again as they leaned their alluring figures over the bank of the spring. One of them
requested:
“Tell us about the female jinn. What are they like?”
In her eyes he saw a seductive look that no man experienced with women could have missed. He asked:
“Do you mean in bed?”
They all laughed with genuine gaiety and for the first time blushed in embarrassment. So he decided to push the game
one step further:
“I’ve never found anyone to equal them in bed. They’re like blazing fire.”
The area resounded with their boisterous, flirtatious laughter, which no longer hid its bashfulness or seduction. He
observed then that they were a covey of six beauties, each so comparable in allure and stature that it was hard to tell them
apart. He seized the opportunity afforded by their mirth to ask:
“Are you sisters?” More than one responded:
“Of course not!”
“As you know, I’m a stranger in this settlement, and the stranger is always entitled to consideration from the
resident.”
“Speak!”
“I want to hear you sing at an evening party.” One replied:
“We’re singers by profession. What good would we be if we didn’t sing for men?” He added mischievously:
“A belle is only beautiful if she recites poetry. A belle is only beautiful if she slips into the bedchamber.” Some
laughed but others said:
“It’s not right for a man who has just made shocking remarks to ask women to sing.”
“Shocking?”
“Didn’t you say—moments ago—that water’s embrace is more delightful than a beautiful woman’s?”
He disappeared into the water to seek prophetic inspiration to deliver him from this crisis. Then he said:
“That was the tongue of the desert dweller speaking, not mine.”
“The desert dweller’s tongue?”
“Thirst’s tongue.”
“Thirst’s tongue?”
“A person who has never known the fire of the desert doesn’t understand the meaning of water; so forgive me.” The
woman with the seductive voice said:
“Before you obtain our forgiveness, I have piece of advice for you.”
“I’m all ears.”
“Never insult a woman, not even in private.”
“You’re right!”
“Do you know why?”
“I’m all ears.”
“Just as the birds carry seditious talk to a leader, the air is charged with carrying insults to a woman.”
“Are you a diviner?”
“Every woman is a diviner. A woman’s instinctively a diviner.”
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“You’re right, so right. I swear I’ll have to figure out how to repay you for this counsel, because advice is more
precious than a pot of gold. That’s true even if it’s from the mouth of a fool; so, what then if it’s from the tongue of a
beautiful woman?”
“Are you a poet?”
“Everyone in the desert is a poet; why ask?”
“Because the only appropriate recompense for a woman is praise in verses that tribes broadcast and that subsequent
generations repeat. Similarly, there is no punishment for a woman more damaging than to mock her in an ode that’s
repeated by every tongue and enjoyed by the tribes.” He responded admiringly:
“You’re right, so right.” The woman with the seductive voice approached him and introduced herself:
“I’m Tafai-at.” She stepped back so her companion could introduce herself:
“My name’s Temarit.” She stepped aside so her neighbor could present herself:
“My name’s Tamanokalt.” She drew back so the woman next to her could introduce herself:
“My name is Tahala.” She stepped back so her neighbor could come forward:
“My name’s Tamuli.” She stepped back so her friend could introduce herself:
“My name is Taddikat.”
Silence prevailed. The dove stopped its cooing and the grasshoppers quieted their refrain. Then the stranger said:
“My name is Isan!” More than one of the covey exclaimed:
“Isan! What a name!”\fn{In Tamasheq, “Isan” means a man who is wise, knowing, and sagacious. } Then the proud beauty who
had given her name as Temarit moved forward to say:
“May I give you another piece of advice?” When he nodded his bare head, she declared:
“Be careful never to bare your head in a woman’s presence again.” He was quick to defend himself:
“I thought it shameful for a man to remove his veil in the desert, but not in the water.” Temarit stepped back while
Tamanokalt moved forward to elucidate the saying’s secret meaning:
“If men realized how repulsive their faces are, they would never take their veils off.”
“What?”
“Their faces resemble camels’.”
“Camels’ faces?” She stepped back so Tahala could add:
“And their ears resemble donkeys’.”
“Donkeys’ ears?” She retreated, and Tamuli stepped forward to continue:
“And their noses are birds’ beaks.”
“Birds’ beaks?” She withdrew, and Tafarat presented herself to sum up:
“Aren’t camel faces, donkey ears, and bird beaks a handicap for you?” Initially upset, he responded:
“A handicap … a great handicap.”
“Avoid letting a woman see you without your veil, because she will despise you even if you fashion a palace for her
in your heart and have enough children by her to populate the desert.”
Silence reigned again. They fetched their jugs to fill with water from the spring. First Tamuli bent over the pool. A
black plait of her hair escaped from her wrap’s confinement to swing seductively through the air. In fact it fell into the
water. He crept toward her, as if to help fill the jug, but instead seized the braid in his hands, clasping it between his
palms. A daring strategist well acquainted with women, he squeezed it till water sprayed out. He closed his fingers
around it and affectionately fondled it. Then he leaned down to kiss it, inhaling its fragrance. Closing his eyes he said, as
though to himself:
“I never dreamt there were retem blossoms in the oases.” In a whisper like the rustling of northern breezes caressing
the plumes of the retem bushes, she replied:
“In the oases, there are flowers more fragrant than retem blossoms.”
“You are a jinni!” Whispering once more, she told him:
“A man’s favorite perfume is a woman’s scent, not a retem’s.”
He clung to the plait and pressed it against his damp chest with an audacity ill-becoming a visitor who had only just
entered an alien sanctuary. He had a strong incentive, however, for the inaccessible mystery guiding his steps granted
him a prophetic insight that women tend to be animated and spontaneous with strangers but cautious and inhibited
around kinsmen. Thus, he acted spontaneously, since he was certain the young women’s temperaments would not shine
forth unless his did.
Generally speaking, women are like dolls that are animated only when we manipulate them, when we show them
how, for woman is a paste more malleable in a man’s hands than dough. He can transform her into a nun or an artiste,
perhaps because her spirit is contained within man’s spirit. For this reason, no woman is corrupt unless a man corrupts
her, and no woman is virtuous, unless a man has rendered her so.
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She bent over him, inundating him with her perfume, her genuine perfume, the fragrance of a woman—not that of
retem blossoms—a fragrance that fells a man rather than anesthetizes him. This perfume, which turns some men into
heroes and others into villains, can perfect life or lead to insanity. It can create life or extinguish it. This is the feminine
scent. A beautiful woman’s fragrance is life-saving when she wishes and fatal when she so decrees. It can animate dead
bones if she chooses to offer herself, but slays the entire world if she decides to withhold herself.
A full breast escaped from her garment. She had leaned over so long that her virginal breast had lost patience and
rebelled, jiggling and slipping down, liberating itself from its humble shelter. What he first saw was the nipple, which
was bulging, promising, and as large as a date. It crowned her white, tantalizing, rounded breast, as if planning to escape
or to liberate itself by swelling into a new breast atop the old. Sweating profusely, he went crazy and reached out to
caress the full nipple that clung to the generous, bulging breast. Then an intoxicated moan escaped from the beauty: a
deep, audible groan like the sorrowful lament in a hymn of longing. He drew back and responded to the water’s surge
with an inaudible remark. The beauty raised her jug from the pool and stood proudly by the spring. She cast her gaze far
away, toward the tops of the palms in distant fields, before asking:
“Do you realize why the Law stipulated that man should cover his head with a veil?”
“When the priestess speaks, the world can but listen.”
“It’s because man’s most vulnerable point is his mouth, whereas woman’s is her body.”
“I think I’ve heard a saying like this before.”
“Since the Law proclaims it, not I, how could you have escaped hearing it?”
“But I heard no discussion of the mouth in the lesson you gave me a short time ago.”
“We didn’t discuss the mouth, because our goal was to skirt the mouth. We did not mention the mouth, because we
were obliged to circle the mouth and discuss its environment, because a discussion of the mouth would have been an
attack on its sanctity, or so the Law decrees.”
“An image! A sign! The language of the Law is metaphorical. This is another proof that I hit the mark when I called
you offspring of the jinn, not the daughters of human beings.”
“What is the Law save words of advice from the jinn to the desert’s inhabitants?”
“Really?”
“Have you forgotten that Mandam, the forefather of the desert people, wasn’t expelled from Waw\fn{The legendary, lost,
paradise-like oasis of the Tuareg people} until the day his mouth devoured a fruit from the orchard?”
“Oh … Mandam.”
“The mouth is the weak spot that led to our expulsion from the orchard and turned our world into a desert. So do you
know the status of the mouth in customary law?”
“I’m not a diviner; how would I know?”
“A man’s mouth is comparable in every respect to the secret a woman conceals between her legs.”
Silence reigned. He gazed at the faces of the other beauties and saw they really were a troupe of female jinnis. He
submerged his body in the water. He dove to conceal not merely his body but head, face, and mouth. He decided to
safeguard his mouth by hiding it beneath the water so the torrent would create a veil from its flow, but he heard the shejinni say:
“The mouth is man’s weak spot. Beware!”
He dove into the water and disappeared up to his shoulders, neck, ears, and eyes. Then he submerged his whole head.
He vanished, and the veil was complete, the veil of water. He held his breath and kept still for a lengthy period. He
swallowed some water but held his breath as long as he could. Then he sprang up to gulp in the air voraciously. He
staggered and tumbled back before gaining his balance. He started to suck in air through his mouth and nostrils again,
filling his chest.
On discovering that the troupe of beauties had vanished, he assumed they really were children of the spirit world. He
remembered what the priestess had said about man’s weak spot and laughed. He guffawed tipsily, reveling in the laughter.
Then … then, rage overwhelmed him. At first he could not think why. Soon he discovered the reason. He wanted
Tamuli and she desired him too. She liked his audacity but would not forgive his restraint. So she had decided to punish
him, to avenge herself on him. Thus she had recited the myth of the mouth, of the weak spot, and of the grandfather
banished from Waw because of the morsel he had stolen from the orchard. She had decided to mock him in front of her
companions in order to humiliate and punish him for cowardice. She had decided to say he had no right to reach a hand
into woman’s orchard unless he was certain he was capable of plucking the fruit, because woman is like an enemy
territory that you do not raid unless you possess the courage to kill, because otherwise you will be killed. She had in
effect told him:
“Woman, too, is an arena where you will definitely meet defeat unless you resolve from the beginning to conquer.”
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He had unintentionally insulted her with his idiotic response and had revealed his ignorance of the secrets of passion
to the covey accompanying her. Choked with rage, he beat the water with both hands. Then, hoping they would hear his
maxim, he shouted as loudly as he could:
“Hear my law, wretched spawn of the jinn: unless a man bares his weak spot to a beauty, he will never win her.”
He guffawed with insane laughter while slapping the water.
8.61 Dignity\fn{by Khalifa Takbali ( -d. before 1999, but probably not much before)} Libya (F) 3
The wide desert was kneeling under the drapes of the night, submitting in humiliation and silence to its might.
Meanwhile the drilling rig, which was not too far from me, continued drilling enthusiastically. In vengeance and
anger the drilling machine was piercing the desert and degrading it more by the removal of the living earth from
its bowels.
I was sitting in the open, in front of the store watching the whispering stars, thinking, captivated by the beauty
of the night that dominated my heart and mind and made me feel relaxed and happy. I was affected by the warm
soft breeze which touched my face, the breeze that carried in its folds thousands of vague and anonymous letters.
I was a newcomer whether to this camp or to the other. I had never seen a desert before and so I was
passionately interested in everything about it. I examined things and looked into them avidly and with a sensual
delight. During the whole of my first week there I was bewitched by my new surroundings, with the people, the
machines and rocks. The people, as far as I was concerned, were strangers, I neither knew nor understood them. I
admired them because they were from this area and because all that dazzled me in the desert seemed to be
embodied in them; it is in their blood and their naked and frank spirit. Their dark burnt faces were like the sand
and their strange dry bodies were like the desert which is empty of any sign of luxury and softness.
As I was watching the night three figures appeared. They were coming, most certainly, from the direction of
the noisy drilling machine. I recognised them when they entered the circle of light that shone from the store, that
was behind me. The light covered me then spread over the wavy sands to a reasonable distance. They were
coming towards me. I had started to watch them when they invaded my thoughts and interrupted my enjoyable
wondrous imaginings. They came close to me and they surrounded me with impudence. They were three of the
Americans who were working with the drilling machines. Their bodies were burnt like the sand and their clothes
were shabby. They looked like tramps.
One of them asked sardonically: “Do you have water-melon? We are in need of a water-melon.” I knew their
language and understood what they wanted. I let it appear that I did not understand. I imagined that they were
begging. I asked:
“What?”
“I said water-melon. We want water-melon,” he repeated angrily.
My heart was filled with distress and I do not know why I felt cheated and restricted. Was it because of their
appearance and impudence, or because of the feeling of being humiliated and compelled to carry out their desires?
What was in the store was none of my concern. I had specific instructions to provide them with everything
they wanted, indeed I was bound to comply, but what hurt me most was the word “want” that made me feel
insulted and aware that I was not in my own country and that they dictated their wishes. They dictated to me in an
open and insulting way.
Trying to gain some time, I said:
“And what do you want with the water-melon?” It might have been a stupid question, but their answer was
indeed more stupid:
“We said that we wanted water-melon, so give it to us, and shut up.”
I had not yet decided anything. I was only trying to gain time to regain control over myself and to give them
what they wanted. But despite my knowledge that I was totally rash and illogical I just couldn’t help myself.
“I have no water-melon for you … I shall give you no water-melon.”
It was not my place to say that, I knew that for sure. I knew that I was going to be punished and might even be
sacked from my job because of what I had said. I was sure that in some way they would, in spite of me, take what
they wanted. No matter how much I tried I would not be able to prevent them, even by force, which was in any
case outside my capabilities. I knew that, but I stubbornly refused.
Sometimes we behave illogically. Such behaviour is dictated by our emotions, and our minds fail to come to
the rescue, despite the abundant evidence and proof of our incorrect and unproductive behaviour. Our behaviour
at such times is never sensible or logical, our behaviour is childish … just like a child who becomes angry and
refuses to eat or go to school, well aware that he would be forced to do both and that it would be better for him to
do so before being forced or punished.
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My refusal surprised and infuriated them. They said in one breath:
“What? … You won’t give us water-melon? … Get up and give us water-melon!”
I was not surprised by their amazement because I astonished myself by my behaviour, and if I was asked to
give an explanation I would be unable. But within myself there was something that prevented me. My heart,
feelings and dignity were wounded. They were free to take whatever they wanted, and whatever they took was
always of the choicest, and from that we, the Arabs, took the worthless leftovers. My refusal was not for the love
of water-melon or for the fear that they might finish it, because water-melon was abundant; but its abundance was
for us, the Arabs. The foreigners did not eat it. They ate different kinds of fruits, better and tastier. Every day they
ate different kinds of fruits, whereas we used to eat water-melon with two meals a day. All that they took was the
choicest and according to their wants; as for us we could not ask for more than our share. Sometimes I wished that
I could have what they ate. I felt resentful and envious of them, but I always repressed my feelings. I told myself
that they were technicians and that their salaries were high, therefore they had the right to eat better … so why
then water-melon?
I felt that they wanted to insult me on purpose. Why the water- melon? They do not eat it. They cannot enjoy it
beside the other fruits given to them. Why then? They had taken their share. I gave them sufficient amounts at
supper. Why then did they want more? And why water-melon in particular?
I said:
“No … I will not give you water-melon. Go away, you have eaten. … and I am not going to give you any
more.”
One of them ironically approached me ready to strike. His body was strong and muscular. He was always half
naked because either he loved his body or the tattoos that covered it. Struck by fear I drew back a short distance.
My situation was hopeless. They were three and I was alone. Even if I were to beat them they would arrest me and
accuse me of being provocative if any riots were to take place.
“Be careful. Don’t hit me. I have no water-melon. Go to the manager—I do not have any water-melon.”
He did not stop his slow advance. I, too, did not stop my withdrawal. I was frightened and ready. If he was
going to hit me I would hit him back. I was thinking of what I should do. How was I going to evade his punch?
“You are going to give us water-melon … huh … say that you are going to give us water-melon.”
I said, while looking behind me for fear that I might trip and fall: “Don’t be stupid … I am not going to give
you water-melon; I do not have any.”
“We will see. You will find the water-melon and give it to us. We want it.”
In my retreat I reached the wall of the store. I could go no further backwards. Unconsciously I reclined on the
iron wall as if to relax. Fear tired me and my nerves were shattered and strained. My heart was beating fast. I was
thinking of what I must do. It was not easy to back down now. I wished that I was able to say:
“Let me see … there might be some water-melon.”
But I was not able. I was too proud to let him see my humiliation. I imagined that he would laugh at me. He
would make fun of me and would say:
“Bring it then.”
He came very close to me. He stood with clenched fists threatening me:
“Give me the water-melon. I am telling you. The best thing. Give me the water-melon. Give me the key. I shall
take the water-melon.”
He was angry in an abominable way. His red puffed and insulted face was very close to me. His eyes glinted
with authority and mastery. My fright grew. I felt the weight of his anger and the possible outcome. I had a vague
feeling which grew from their carefree behaviour and haughtiness, that it was possible for him to commit a foolish
act. He might even kill me. I did not have the power to humiliate my ego. I said:
“No. I will not give you the key. It is not your right to take the key.”
“Very well. I …”
He moved his naked muscular arm with the speed of lightning. I dodged the punch which hit my shoulder
painfully and went on to hit the iron wall. That made him explode with anger.
“You are the most contemptible Arab pig I have ever seen! I will show you.”
His words fell upon me and pricked me … he had touched something that was hidden. I was blinded with
anger.
“You contemptible American … you …”
I got nearer to him—I did not know how—I had lost my senses. I could not see anything any more. He
withdrew. He was frightened of me. I was possessed by an evil pride, and I advanced, brandishing my arm in
readiness to squash him.
The other two came to his side. They said with mockery:
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“Kill him. He wants to play, so we will play with him.”
They felt safe because they were three and I was alone. Raising their fists in the air with their lips parted they
confidently came towards me in a challenging and mocking way. I felt the danger and withdrew a step while they
were advancing. I looked around me as if I were calling for help, calling the sand of my country and urging it to
rise to my help. But the sand appeared as if it were helping them. The sand was hindering my steps and made me
trip in its uneasy waves.
I saw a heavy rod of metal thrown carelessly, calling me. Without giving a thought to anything else I moved
quickly to pick it up. I held it in my hand and advanced towards them, mad with anger.
“Now come nearer, you despicable … come nearer so I can crush your skulls, you vile Americans … Come
on!”
My anger was raging. All that I had suffered throughout my life, the xenophobia, the inferiority complex,
exploded in a moment of unconsciousness, wounded pride, and suppressed hatred. The rod of iron gave me a
feeling of superiority so I no longer feared them. Yet they kept coming on towards me with some caution and
without fear.
Unconsciously I drew back, an instinctive cowardice came over me but I very soon came to and took control of
myself. I was provoked by their advance. I felt their contempt of me, their contempt of all of us. I felt something
burning in my heart.
With madness I hit the one who was nearest to me with hatred and malice. The heavy iron rod fell on his
shoulder. He fell to the ground weak and broken.
I shouted, and inside me there was an illogical and roaring happiness for victory .
“Cowards … you are in my country … I will show you that you are in my country!”
They withdrew a few steps back leaving their colleague behind. This made me drunk with power. I had
defeated them. I felt that it was possible for me to be victorious over them. I, then, went off following them,
shouting with a frenzied desire for killing and bloodshed.
The noise attracted attention, so they all came from their tents to watch the fight. The manager and the chief of
the camp came and asked me the reason for the quarrel. I said, with the innocence of a child:
“They wanted our water-melon, and I would not give them the water-melon.”
252.130 Excerpt from Hunger Has Other Faces\fn{by Wafa al-Bueissa (1973- )} Libya (F) 4
Time passes slowly, heavily, heightening the sense of oppression, of torture, of isolation. I watch the clock
with the constant feeling that the second hand is stinging me each time it moves with the unvarying monotony
that is driving me out of my mind. Night draws me to day and day hands me to night, where I am tormented by
sleep as lonely as a life that slips away from me, empty and pointless.
Emptiness, emptiness, emptiness, ennui, discontent. Every day like all the others. Today like yesterday, like the
day before yesterday, like tomorrow, as I—asleep, awake, sitting in front of the television—squirm and fidget.
I wander the house. I explore the rooms. I peer out of the high windows at the people scurrying beneath me and am
irritated. Sometimes I talk to myself or pull faces in the mirror; I scratch things onto paper—fantasy love letters, vile
abuse directed at myself, at Najia, at Mother, at Father—and that’s all I do until I can bear it no longer.
I leave the house with permission (or without) and keep walking, walking, walking. I go out and make for the
opposite side of the street, where the sea seems to meet the dockside walkways and, for a while, look out at the
scene. Other times I descend barefoot to the rocks that rim the tongue of the ocean, holding my course until I come
to the place where fishermen and holidaymakers sit scattered here and there, and I hunt about for the rock closest to
the sea. I dip my foot in the water, swirling it about as I scatter droplets with my hand.
There, on a rock that I used to visit and on which I had carved the first letter of my name, someone was observing
me. From a distance he looked a slender young man with a handsome face. When he drew closer I immediately
realized that he wasn’t Egyptian. He had foreign features and he was tall, with thick hair and pale eyes, the muscles
proud on his athletic frame. He came towards me and hailed me in a Western accent:
“Good morning.”
“Morning,” I answered him shyly.
“The sea’s calm today.”
“Yes.” He was clearly making an effort to speak a bit of Arabic.
“You don’t look like an Arab,” I said. “Where are you from?”
“I’m Turkish.”
“Really?”
“Turkish-Cypriot.”
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“What are you doing here in Alexandria?”
“Relaxing.”
“Here? You’ve left Cyprus to come and relax here?”
“Perhaps you're not aware of the conflict in Cyprus between Turkey and Greece.” I shook my head and he
changed the subject
“You’re Egyptian?”
That was one of the questions that would annoy me. I had never felt any sense of attachment to any geographical
area. What did Libya mean to me? What did Egypt represent? Nothing, the pair of them: mere motherlands that had
perfected the art of dishonesty and slow death. Rejected and out of place is how they made me feel, but I replied
nonetheless:
“Yes.”
“You’ve been out here for some time. What are you doing?”
“I just love the sea. I come for a walk here every morning.” He was dangerously attractive and spoke English
fluently.
“My name’s Dogan. I’m a Muslim; Turkish-Cypriot I’m staying in a little furnished flat in Sidi Gaber.”
Why did he say he was a Muslim, I asked myself? Was it because he had noticed the cross on my chest? We were
strolling along the shore towards the Zanqat al-Sittat market when he abruptly inquired:
“How old are you?”
“Nearly seventeen.” I gave myself an extra year to appear more mature in his eyes.
“Great You’re a woman, then.”
A pause.
“May I invite you to join me somewhere quiet where we can sit?”
I didn’t hesitate for a second.
*
Two days later I was with him at a nightclub. Just before sunset I got ready to go out. I was waiting for him where
we’d met the first time, and from there we took a cab. I found myself outside a cheap joint in Sayala. Raucous with
music and staggering patrons, the surfaces of its ancient tables etched with wrinkles, the establishment’s dun palette
lent it a faint gloom that made it seem even more cramped.
In a distant corner, hard by one of the toilets, where there were long queues inside and out, I found myself by his
side, clinging to him. He ordered beer and it came in tall glasses topped with foam, along with mezze.
The beer was sharp and extremely bitter and made my throat burn, but I soon grew used to the taste and slowly
but surely relaxed in my chair until I found myself swaying to the music. He asked me to dance with him and
hauled me roughly from my chair, shouting:
“Come on!”
On a small uneven wooden dance floor he spun me around and enveloped me in his powerful arms. He began
carrying me around, caressing my body and running his hard fingers across my back. A faint dizziness passed over me
and I started to stumble, panting and moaning from his rough touch and the hot breath that seared my neck and cheek.
He was bold to the point of insolence, coarse and insensitive, groping me with unrelenting lechery.
After a while we returned to sit at our table. I was panting from exhaustion and exhilaration. I looked around me
and noticed large groups of young men and women wearing the strangest outfits: some tatty, some hardly decent I was
the only well-dressed person in the place, but nobody paid any attention to me apart from my companion, whose
fondling was growing ever bolder. He offered me a cigarette and I began to examine it, turning it between my fingers
then raising it to my nose and sniffing.
“Do you smoke?” he asked delightedly.
“No. It’s the first time that I’ve been to a place like this or tried any of this stuff.” He was astonished:
“The way you held that cigarette made me think otherwise. Fine, so try it.”
He sparked a flame that danced before me. My uncertainty didn’t last long. I had never felt courageous before
now, though the reason for this may have been the strong beer I had drunk, which had left me elated.
I placed the cigarette between my lips and took a powerful drag that quickly set me coughing. He looked
closely at me and said:
“Let me teach you how to smoke a cigarette and drink a beer. These things should be done with a sense of occasion.
Watch.”
He took the cigarette from me and dragged it slowly over his lips, then as though kissing it, clamped them together.
He took a deep pull into his lungs, his head thrown back, trapped it briefly in his chest, then expelled the smoke. Next
he raised the glass of beer, briefly inspected it, then sipped with relish, licking his lips in what seemed to me a strange
manner, like someone wooing beer rather than drinking it
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“Now copy me,” he said.
I took the cigarette and did as he had done, but I coughed heavily. The cigarette was searing and inflamed my chest yet
I savoured the sensation that followed a couple of drags. It felt as though I was on a swing, the world around me swaying
as I alone stood still. Then he passed me the glass of beer.
“Sip it slowly. Enjoy yourself. Give it a chance express itself.”
I took a number of small sips from the glass then a huge gulp, thereafter alternating between drinking beer and
smoking. I don’t know what to say: I was drunk that day, but I was as conscious as can be. How? I don’t know how. I
don’t know.
That evening with Dogan: Ah! In that atmosphere soiled with filth and every conceivable form of vile abuse, with the
raucous beat, the music that bit into the mind, and cigarettes filled with who-knows-what, a feeling I didn’t understand
passed suddenly and powerfully through me. Something was sweeping me on, something that made me lose control and
left me weeping quietly and continuously. Gently and with a strange passion, I wept. I began to sob, my tears falling onto
my lap as I sat hunched over myself, clutching my glass and my smoke and refusing to part with them despite the tremor
coursing through me.
I was fully conscious of my condition, aware of myself and the totality of what was happening to me. I wasn’t
crying from sadness, nor from pain, nor regret, nor revulsion: I wanted to cry and cry and cry and cry. I just wanted to
cry, more than anything else in the world.
He came closer and, clasping me roughly, began to kiss me. I pushed him away. Fire flared in my body. I rose
to my feet, the glass of beer in one hand and the cigarette in the other.
Suddenly I wanted to laugh. I began to laugh and laugh and laugh, cackling in a high-pitched voice that
attracted attention. I laughed until my laughter became a screech. What had come over me? I felt aroused, as
though fingers were stroking my hips. I sat down in Dogan’s chair, rocking to prevent the hysteria that had
possessed me from sending me to the floor.
I looked at the beer glass and cigarette I was holding. Crazily, I thought:
“Will I laugh more if I mix the two? Will taking them both at once heighten the delicious sensation that’s
enveloped me but which I’ve no idea how to prolong?”
Without missing a beat I stubbed the cigarette out in the glass, licked the outside clean, then began gulping it
down until it spilled onto my chest and clothes. Dogan cackled as he got up to take the empty glass away.
“You wild child! I can’t believe you’ve never done that before.”
He was determined to cling on to me and I let him. As though he were mauling me or carrying me off in a raid,
he tortured me, letting me go to inspect me, before returning to his ferocious kisses.
Exhaustion exercised its tyranny and I asked if we could go. After much insistence he relented and before we
left I went to the toilets. I washed my face, straightened my hair, brushed down my clothes and walked out
That day I returned home not nearly late enough. I felt that I could face whatever lay in store. The moment I got
to my room I sprawled on the bed, fighting an acute headache and violent trembling. To my amazement I fell asleep
instantly, fully dressed.
*
With Dogan by my side I entered a phase of enjoyable delinquency. The liquor I drank with him furnished me with
a unique blend of new sensations. The rocking sensation I experienced entering a state of drunkenness delighted me.
The delicious dizziness that enveloped my mind, leaving me lurching around, though motionless, never left my
thoughts for an instant: like a swing that rocked me back and forth, now shaking, now spinning me around.
Then there was the sensation that crept like a column of ants into the base of my skull, ticklish and uplifting: a
euphoria and a joy that afflicted me after no more than a couple of beers taken with hashish-filled cigarettes. I felt
my senses come alive, my desires kindle. I was ecstatic with a heavenly delirium. I saw things around me bundled
in wrapping paper and proffered to me as gifts. At times my surroundings would take on unusual colors, as if I
were watching rainbows drift through the room. Once I stood on a table at that same bar and tried to grab one, at
which Dogan, and some of his friends who were sitting with us, laughingly hauled me down. Then he poured iced
water over my head and I screamed at him.
How beautiful it was to fashion my own bliss for myself, there in my private world with wine and smokes
stuffed with inferior hashish. I would escape to this world of mine, a world where I fantasized that I alone was
queen, free to expel or welcome whomever I desired. It transformed me into a different person: more dazzling and
courageous, and perhaps more insolent, too.
With time I taught myself how to drink. To avoid violent hangovers and vomiting at dawn I controlled the
amount I drank. Naturally, expensive drinks like Martini, brandy, vodka and fine wine weren’t for sale at our bar; it
offered beer and whisky in addition to a vile local distillation that I would mix with water, juice or cola. It still
managed to carry me off to the world I loved.
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*
After Dogan’s departure I felt an intense emptiness envelop me, and a loss that cast its shadow over my life. With
him I had spent my time at play, capering about, escaping all I despised in my life. I was a frequent visitor to the bar.
Many times I sat there alone, though to avoid the embarrassment of having to order things I was unable to pay for I fell
in with the lowlifes and loafers from the poor and marginalised neighbourhoods. But they weren’t Turks. They were
Arabs and gypsies of any number of nationalities.
The gypsies enjoy a poor reputation in Egypt. They specialize in gambling with cards, fortune-telling, black
magic and female circumcision, and wear ridiculous costumes held together with large, crudely worked stitches.
They always gave off an impression of profane vulgarity and how agreeable I found it! Their world was new to a girl
like me, raised amidst worldly comforts, wealth, affectation and social pretension, eternally surrounded by aspiring
ambassadors and consuls, scions of a vacuous social elite with their hateful rituals for eating, drinking and making
love.
My companions belonged to a bohemian world. They hated everybody, proclaimed revolution against everything.
They felt no shame in speaking freely, no matter how obscene or unfeeling their words, and thought nothing of their
vulgar and immodest winks and gestures. Some of them lived in spontaneously formed groups that might specialize
in theft or prostitution.
Some tried it on with me. One of them once pinched my breast; another scraped a calloused hand across my
naked thigh. Others weren’t attracted to me, or that is what they would claim. I was always the wealthiest and
most cultured person at the table and I may have represented to these individuals the social classes that treated
them so dismissively. Yet in the eyes of many I spied open desire.
I drank with them, I smoked hashish. Their world gave me pleasure, embodied all the desire and rebellion I lacked
in my own, but in their company I encountered a problem of identity. I resembled them in my rootlessness and
indifference, but my well turned-out appearance, my education and the mannered politesse I had absorbed from my
own world set me apart. …

The Mawlai Muhammad Mosque, Tripoli, Tripoli District, Libya
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The Sidi Abdul Wahab Mosque, Tripoli, Tripoli District, Libya

The caption reads: “File: Mosque in Tripoli, [Tripoli District] Lebanon 3.jpg”
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The Draghut PashaMosque, Tripoli, Tripoli District, Libya: two views. The caption reads in part: “St.
Mary’s Anglican Church Belltower” , just below, behind the minaret
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The Ahmed Pasha Karamanli Mosque, Tripoli, Tripoli District, Libya: two views
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The caption reads: “Naga Mosque Exterior Tripoli [Tripoli District] Libya JPG”

The caption reads: “Mosque, Tripoli, [Tripoli District] Libya”
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The caption reads: “Nature painting – Old Mosque, Tripoli [Tripoli District] Libya by Abdussalam Nattah”
[1948- ]

The Sidi Shah’ab Mosque, Tripoli, Tripoli District, Libya
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Sahl Ibn Hunayf Mosque, Benghazi, Benghazi District, Libya. Below: a mosque in Benghazi
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The Grand Mosque, Misrata, Misrata District, Libya: two views
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The Al-Bayda Mosque, Bayda, Jabal al Akhdar District, Libya: two views
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The caption reads: “A small mosque on the side of the road in Zawiy, Libya.” Below, the Grand Mosque,
located in an industrial park, Zawiya, Zawiya District, Libya
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The Al Atiq Mosque, Tobruk, Butnan (sometimes Tobruk) District, Libya

The Al-Sahaba Mosque, Derna, Derna District, Libya: detail below
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The caption reads: “The old mosque – Derna” [Derna District, Libya]
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The Abu Bakr Al Seddiq Mosque in Marj, Marj District, Libya: two views
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Two mosques in Ajdabiya, Al-Wahat District, Libya
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The Al-Kabir Mosque in Awjila, Al Wahat District, Libya, said to be the oldest mosque in the Sahara
desert: three views

49

The Al-Jawf Mosque, Kufra, Kufra District, Libya

50

A mosque in Sirte, Sirte District, Libya

Mosque in Ghadames, Nalut District, Libya: two views
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The caption reads: “Near Nalut – Mosque” [Nalut District, Libya]
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The caption reads: “The old mosque at Murzuq” [Murzuq District, Libya]: two views
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A mosque in Ghat, Ghat District, Libya, in the new part of town

A mosque in Ghat, Ghat District, Libya, according to the caption, “built in 900”: two views
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The caption reads: “Old Mosque In Ubari Lakes, Umm al-Maa” [Wadi al-Hayaa District, Libya]. For the
building below, the caption reads: “Mosque in Ubari Lakes area, Libya”
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The caption reads: “The old mosque, Hun – Al Jufra, [Jufra District] Libya”: two views
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Two mosques (the second just below) identified as built in Sabha, Sabha District, Libya
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The mosque in Brak, Wadi al-Shatii District, Libya
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A mosque near ’Aziziya, Jafara District, Libya

A mosque in Jadu, Jabal al Gharbi District, Libya
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A mosque in Zuwara, Nuqat al Khams District, Libya

The caption reads: “Libya - southeast of Tripoli - town Tarhunah [Murqub District] - mosque 2005”
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