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A
1
The warriors of the Kmusa, commanded by Fejaz al Mesreb, of the Ebede division, who were led by Turki
eben Wajel, of the Fedan tribe, at whose head was Gedu al-Karah, of the Sammar tribe in Mesopotamia under the
chief Saman al-Hajjat, and of the Azazre kin, who were led by Zejd eben Hrejmis, went on a raid together. They
numbered over four hundred and were mounted partly on the horses partly on the camels. They intended to attack
the tribes and clans called Ahi as-Semal.
I rode with them.
We started our march from the valley of al-Murabbaa and spent the night near as-Sazri in the valley of alMijah. Another march brought us to the castle of Burku, and, although we examined its neighborhood thoroughly,
we found nobody and therefore turned south, keeping between the black and white country and entered the valley
of Naem, which comes from Samat al-Wadi. In the lowland of ar-Rasrasijje we made our supper.
The next morning we mounted our animals again and rode up the seib of al-Hsajde. When the day declined,
Tees al-Hadani, Gedu al-Karah, and Bargas eben Wâjel advanced to spy out the country. They returned at night
with four camels big with young. As we learned some time afterwards, these animals had run away from captured
herds which raiders of the Amarat tribe were driving before them. The leaders of our raiding party wanted to have
the camels slaughtered for the use of the warriors, but the scouts declared:
“May Allah seize you! Whoever brings anything, much or little, he brings it for himself, not for you.”
The she-camels thus remained their property and were driven along with us in the morning. It was then that
Gedu al-Karah said:
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“Look at these four pregnant she-camels. Think ye not that their owners will make search for them? Send out a
few riders to seek their owners.”
Then Cenwan al-Karah and Baras eben Wajel rode up a high hill and from there sighted a rider on a whitish
camel with a water bag, following the tracks of the camels. Dashing down and unsaddling him, they put his camel
with the four already captured.
On we marched looking for Arabs, but it was not until the following noon that we saw the first group of the
migrating Ahl as-Semal. Some were just pitching their tents and others were still on the march, so that it was quite
easy for us to take not only their tents but also their supplies and whole outfit. But we were soon overtaken by
their protecting troop, numbering about thirty men on horseback. They were led by a warrior seated on a bay, who
shouted at us:
“A rider trusting in the Merciful trembles with a longing for you; ye shall know him, ye infamous thieves!
Where are your commanders?” He was answered by Gedu:
“What is that, thou riff-raff? Are we not the sons of Obejd? We take from you because we have declared war
on you.”
Then we offered resistance and assailed both the riders on the horses and on the camels, who also had come up
with us in the meantime. Gedu struck the warrior who was mounted on the bay mare such a blow with his spear
that he threw him out of the saddle. The bay started to run away with Gedu in hot pursuit. It seemed as if the
enemy were on the point of rescuing the animal, but at that moment Eben Wajel appeared on the scene and
captured her himself. (Gedu later laid claim to her, and after some dispute the matter was put before a judge, who
decided that she belonged to Gedu but that he must give her first filly to Eben Wajel and a she-camel besides.)
We killed many of the enemy warriors on that expedition and captured not only the horses of the fallen, but
their grazing herds as well, and then started back home by the same route. Near Habra-s-Slubijje we divided our
booty, everyone then going with his share to his kin. We arrived there without any mishap to our booty. Our
kinsfolk were not camping at al-Murabbaa any longer, but at al-Bisri.
2
Once we camped with the Btejnat clan between as-Sazri and the Radir at-Tejr. It was in winter time. One night
it was snowing, and in that very night we were attacked by Eben Hangar of the Flete kin, al-Frege clan, Rwala
tribe, who, taking our camels, disappeared under the cover of darkness.
In the morning I followed their tracks, finding such unmistakable traces of them that I could trail them like a
guide who knows the desert as well as the kata birds. When we asked help of the chief Eben Mersed in a neighboring camp, he joined us in the pursuit of the raiders, whom we found near as-Sib, where they were just dividing
their booty. Concealing our camels in a gully, I went to them and asked:
“Who are ye, ye riders on camels?” They replied:
“We are the men commanded by Eben Hangar, and these she-camels we took from the Fedan.”
“And where did ye encounter them?”
“At ad-Defajen, yesterday morning. And who are thy comrades?”
“They are the warriors commanded by Eben Megel.” In the meantime my comrades had surrounded the
raiders, and Eben Mersed showed himself to them, crying:
“Oh, woe, what news is this that makes me tremble and grow angry? Ye, our friends, and ye attack our Arabs at
night and take their camels? Such are not the ways of a trusted friend.”
We then took not only all our camels from them but their own, too, and, returned home with them.
3
On another occasion we camped between al-Rurab and at-Tinf. Side by side with us were the camps of Sakr
and Fejaz al Mesreb, of the Ab-as-Snun kin of the Harsa clan of the Fedan tribe, and of Eben Hdejb of the Ebede
division of the as-Sbaa tribe. The chiefs had much whispering among themselves for a few days, and, when they
had finished, they announced to us:
“Behold a raid! He who has no comrade with a pack camel, let him seek one.”
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A pack camel should be an animal of some strength to be able to carry water and food for both itself and two
riders. A man owning a horse usually pays to a comrade with a camel of that kind ten megidijjat\fn{$9.00} or a
brown goat, or the owner of the pack camel declares:
“I want an equal part of thy booty and do not care whether it be much or little.”
The raid was directed against the kinsfolk of Eben Mezjed of the al-Hsene tribe and against the as-Saad clan of
the Umur tribe, who we learned were encamped in al-Gwejf.
When we were marching on the third day, we sighted a small fire at night, between the south and the west.
This moved Sakr Al Mesreb to say:
“Who will find out something about the Arabs of that fire?”
Everyone thought that somebody should go there so that we could know whether they were the Arabs we were
seeking or not. But as a venture of this kind is very dangerous, every commander must fix the special reward the
spy is to get.
When this had been done by each commander, one of the warriors started on the dangerous trip. Putting on a
cloak of gazelle skins such as is worn by the Slejb, he rode in the direction of the fire. When near it, he made his
she-camel kneel on a flat-topped height, and approached them on foot. Walking slowly he passed from one tent to
another, finally saluting a woman with the words:
“May God increase thy strength, O girl!”
“Welcome to thee, hungry one. May God preserve thee!” Because of the cloak he wore the woman took him
for a hungry Slubi. Then he said:
“God is oppressing me. My little donkeys were tired, so I left them with my kin in that hollow yonder and
came to see who these Arabs were; I shall return and bring my relatives to one of the chiefs here.” The woman
told him willingly:
“These are the Abid of the Hsene, those are the Saad of the Umur, and those over there the Fware.” This
satisfied the man, who said:
“Oh, may God prolong their lives! They are the very people I am looking for. Now I can go back at once and
bring my people.” After a while he asked:
“Are ye going to migrate tomorrow or shall ye stay here?”
“Yes, we shall migrate.”
Returning to his comrades, he reported what he had learned. But the woman also related to her neighbors:
“A Slubi came to me just now. He wanted to know all about the Arabs here and then left to bring his folk.”
When the other women told their husbands about it, all tried to find the pretended Slubi, but, when he could
not be seen anywhere, they became suspicious:
“That man surely was a spy of a raiding troop.” Some then left the camp that very night, taking their tents and
flocks with them; others again prepared both for flight and defense.
When the morning star appeared we sighted their migrating pack camels, attacked them, and took everything
they had. Nejtül from whom thou, O Musa, hast bought the greyhound Kattaf, captured a yellowish she-camel,
laden with linen trousers full of tobacco; a saddle bag filled with coffee, a wooden mortar, and a large sack of dry
cheese. On our side, that is to say of the warriors who took part in the raid, both brothers Al Snune who commanded the Fedan warriors were killed. After some obstinate fighting we secured the whole booty and I, Blejhan,
got five sheep.
Returning to our old camping ground, I found it deserted. Some traveler of the Dwâm kin of the Ebede, had
told our relatives of a good pasturage by the as-Sultani road, and thither they had gone.
4
Fejâz Al Mesreb promised to care for my sheep, and I started on a new raid.
There were twelve of us on six camels with Csseb eben Omejm of the Sbaa as commander. Our plan was to
slip through towards the Rwala, who were then camping between Riran al-Banat, al-Mrejr, and Sâk al-Herr. We
drank and also watered our camels at a msas in the hillocks, behind which the settlements of al-Krejjat\fn{Dumat al
Gandalijje and the other oases in the al-Guba basin } were hidden; next we stopped at Umm Tarfa, and then we went up
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through a valley unknown to me in a southwesterly direction. There we sighted some people with four riding
camels.
Before they noticed us we made our she-camels kneel and waited for them. They were riding at a fast gait
through the valley where we were hidden. When they came within shooting distance, we leapt at them, and threw
them out of the saddles. But as it appeared, they were not our enemies, therefore we could take nothing from
them, and, as they had nothing to eat, we gave them some dates. They turned east then, where they disappeared.
West of Sidd al-Herr we found some Arabs. Lying down on the opposite side we sent out a spy to have a look
at them. He was a man from the Skur clan. After a while he returned with the report that they belonged to the
Gmejsat kin of the Dahamse whose chief was Eben Meglad. As we lived in friendship with them we turned to the
west, avoiding a raiding troop of the Sararat who were driving, at some distance from them, flocks of sheep and
goats as well as of camels which they had taken from some kin of the Amarat, who were on the way from the east
to the inner desert.
We played with these little friends of ours for a while and took a few small flocks away from them. Roast ing a
goat and a sheep, we hid the rest in a little gully south of al-Guba under the guard of four camel riders. Near
Rgum Migwel we escaped from the Rwala, who were just migrating in small groups to al-Mrejr and a-Swejhet.
There was abundance in the desert then and plenty of water everywhere.
In such times brother does not long for brother.
At once we observed on our right a large herd of camels. We went as near to it as we dared and moved parallel
with it. I said:
“By Allah himself! This herd must have been bought by an Akejli.”
But no sooner did its guards see us than they cried for help; we gulped down the anxiety which took hold of us,
fled, and kept on fleeing for a long time. When we reached the head of the Aba al-Kur valley and saw nobody
there, we thought we were at last safe but were sadly mistaken. Suddenly we were confronted by the sons of the
Rsum, who overtook us on their fast mares and bade us yield, with the words:
“O ye camel riders, by Eben Rasem!” Our answer was:
“Faith, we are of the Amarat.” Then they said:
“May God grant long life to you! If that is true, ye will ride to us with full honors. And we replied:
“O Eben Rasem, ye camp too far from here, and we do not want either to return or to turn aside from our
course.” Then one shouted:
“Ye are enemies. Ye are no Amarat,” and began to shoot at us.
They had two rifles, we had three. I attacked with my spear one of the enemy, who also had only a spear. He
was about to stab at me, but missed. I knocked him from his mare and captured her. One of my comrades
unsaddled another enemy, not forgetting to take his mare. In the beginning of the melée our pursuers took two
riding camels from us, but as God gave us victory we recaptured them, and the enemy had to retire to their people.
We reached by a roundabout way our comrades who were hiding south of Gawa, traversed all of al-Hamad,
and did not return to our camp at al-Hwer until a month after our departure.
5
Sakr al Mesreb once camped between as-Swab and al-Waar. I camped with him.
One day after the dew had passed Sakr went hunting and took his glasses with him. Ascending the high bank
of the al-Waar valley he saw in the valley below a troop of raiders. They were just dividing their camels in two
groups: one to carry their provisions and the other to form a reserve. Their cavalry was to attack our herds.
Approaching nearer through dead ground, so as not to be noticed, Sakr cried out:
“Here stands, O ye camel riders, Sakr al Mesreb. What are your intentions? Now you must either bargain with
me for your lives or I shall order my enraged kin to mount their horses, and slay you all.” Then he gave the alarm
cry:
“O riders on horseback, help!”
When the enemy’s cavalry noticed that a rider on horseback was holding up their sabur, they gave up their
attack on the herds and pursued Sakr instead. But before they could reach the camp they were met by galloping
Arab riders, and the raiding troop was surrounded in a moment.
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The enemy horse riders saved themselves by flight, but the men on camels had to yield. Fejaz al Mesreb’s
share of the booty was three riding camels, Sakr’s twenty-eight; and the rest of the camels, with the waterbags and
supplies, the Arabs divided among themselves.
6
Under the commander Barakat eben Stewi of the Eben Mersed of the Kmusa division, we once undertook a
raid from as-Seen and as-Suen, places lying southwest of Esrija. Second in command was Gbel as-Sekawi of the
Awagi kin of the Weld Slejman, that is of the Fedan.
We rode on seventy she-camels against the Sammar in Negd, that is against the Singara, who were reported to
be camping somewhere between as-Subese and al-Lifijje. Our road led past al-Kdejm, al-Tajjibe, as-Suhne, and
Wadi al-Mijah, where we drank from the Warka wells; then to al-Herijjan, where the grave of Turki eben Mhejd is
located. We halted to drink at al-Rarri, proceeded farther past al-Lmat and as-Srejfijje, and rested south of Kart
al-Zidr at the very beginning of Amez. Our next night’s rest was at the outlet of al-Hazimi into al-Radaf below the
wells of Umm as-Serim.
But our fires were noticed by some raiders of the Singara, as we discovered, against whom we had come out.
They approached quite close and began to shoot as we lay down to sleep. Taken by surprise, the thought of
everyone of us was to reach his camel and make an escape, because in the darkness we could not even see the
position of the enemy nor how many there were of them. They killed six of our men, wounded many, and took
thirty-seven of our she-camels.
Loading the lightly wounded on the remaining camels, we scattered in all directions, but all aimed to reach alLmat. There we found the Slejb chief Hlejs eben Malee, left our wounded with his people, refreshed ourselves
with the Slejb kin of Al Fowzi by the al-Rarri well, and cut across as-Swejbat to Wadi al-Mijah, where we also
found hospitality with the Slejb. Then we rode to al-Hejl, slept there, left again shortly before sunrise, and next
noon arrived in as-Suhne.
In that place we learned that the Singara had captured some herds from the Ebede and were sending them
home under the protection of a few guards, while the rest of the raiders still remained at al-Kowm and at-Tajjibe,
planning fresh attacks from there against the Sbaa and the Fedan.
Having eaten, we left as-Suhne for at-Tajjibe. A spy sent out by us came back with the information that the
Singara were spending their night somewhere in al-Minsar.
That gave us an idea. Agreeing among ourselves to divide our booty equally, we at once sped on our camels to
this place. The Singara we soon found; first fettering our camels, we surrounded the enemy while still asleep, but,
as most of us had lost our rifles, we had to provide ourselves with heavy clubs. The men thus armed were first to
assail the enemy, while those with rifles stayed behind in order to prevent their escaping. I swung a long club,
which put more than one of the sleepers to sleep forever.
But the Singara were superior in numbers. They began to shoot at us, but, the night being dark and moonless,
they were unable to take aim, whereas their burning fires helped us to see them well.
We took five mares and about fifty camels from them and freed all the herds they had captured from the Ebede.
On the same night we fled with the whole booty, singing merrily all the way home, which was in a camp near
Esrija.
7
Once we camped for a considerable length of time at Gibb together with the Fedan. Sammit eben Mhejd of the
Fedan and our Sakr âl Mesreb arranged to make a raid together against the Rwala. There were about three
hundred of us on both horses and camels.
After two days out we drank from the Aklat Swab, wheeled about towards the grave of Turki eben Mhejd, rode
up the valley of al-Heri abu-r-Ruzuma, and spent the night above al-Mlosi. The following evening and the next
day we rested by the water hole Berim al-Bint.
We did not water our horses at first, either in the evening or in the morning, but only showed them water in
order to increase their thirst the more. At last when they began to demand it, angrily neighing and rearing, we
gave them to drink—and then so thoroughly as to enable them to go without water for two days.
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Leaving the next morning, we arrived in the evening at al-Mazari, fed the horses there, again rode all night,
and finally reached, beyond Enaza, the head of ar-Rwesed, which forms at that point a hollow, changing later into
a valley. There our guide, Gazi abu Fanha of the Azazre kin, subject to Eben Hrejmis, told us to rest, as a chief of
a smaller kin of the Slejb, at-Tarafi by name, was encamped in the neighborhood. He set off to that camp and soon
returned, driving a few goats before him, which we cooked for our supper.
Finally, between al-Hwejmat and Burku we sighted some herds, which we knew as we approached them at
night must be grazing far from their camp. Attacking them in the morning, we drove away a considerable booty
and did not stop before al-Mazari. At this place the heavy black clouds which had been. hanging above us for
some time sent down a copious rain, by which all were greatly refreshed, we, the sons of Adam, and our mares
and she-camels as well. Then full of joy we returned to our kinsfolk, whom we found near the stone heaps
between Gibb and the seib of as-Slubi.
8
Caseb eben Omejm once invited us to join him on a plundering expedition. There were twelve of us on ten shecamels.
Having mounted our camels in our camp between at-Tinf and al-Rurab, we first drank from al-Msas and
headed for Zelib Hdejb and Swér, passing the settlement of Skaka. Stopping for a chat with the inhabitants of this
settlement, we learned that there were some Rwala camping between Ambat and the Ne fud. On our way to them
we attacked some haymakers, but returned everything to them, when we found them to be inhabitants of al-Gowf.
Soon afterwards we found tracks, evidently made by the Abdelle. Water we found in the shallow hollows of the
rocky eminence at al-Geba.
To the east of these we concealed ourselves in a small deep gully, where fires could be lit without being seen
from the outside. But the notorious Halaf abu Hatlen of the Skur, who with his band of robbers had a hiding place
near by, soon discovered our presence and, creeping to the very bank of our gully, observed us from above and
called his men.
Suddenly we found ourselves surrounded on all sides. The menacing band cried as with one voice:
“Where are ye from, ye crowd down there?”
We were just then preparing for supper. Jumping away from the fire, we lay down on our bellies—for we
feared they might shoot—and began to crawl out of the gully. A few of us answered:
“We are the sons of Obejd and ye—whence are ye? We entreat you by Him who strengthens, who speaks the
truth and punishes with cowardice him that lies.”
“He need not punish us with cowardice. We are the Skur. Your language told us that ye are really Obejd’s sons.
And which ones?”
“Of the Eben Mesreb kin.”
So they brought their camels and sat down with us to supper. There were twelve of them in all.
Next morning we rode out together against the Abdelle, whose herds we soon sighted south of Kasr Ambat.
Then we concealed ourselves. As soon as it grew dark, we fettered our camels near the place and crept towards
the camp. At midnight we were close to the tents.
But they were not arranged in rows; some stood in the full light on the level land, others were hidden in the
darkness of the dale. This fact prevented us from coming in between them without being noticed by some of the
watchmen.
On Halaf’s advice four camel riders were to make a feint attack in order to draw attention to themselves; and
so it was done, but the Abdelle would not be deceived. Only a few offered resistance, while the others, posting
themselves in smaller groups at various points, counter-attacked with such vehemence that we could only run
back quickly to our fettered she-camels. But the Abdelle pursued us even there, and one of them, Hbejran by
name, shot two of our good animals.
Then we fled with the Nefud on our left after our leader Halaf, the Abdelle keeping close at our heels and
sending their stones\fn{Bullets} after us rapidly. To save ourselves we fettered the left foreleg of our best camel
and left it with both the saddle and ribbons to the pursuers. A camel thus abandoned is called kajjed redde,
signifying that the pursued will not harm the pursuer any more.
However, the Abdelle did not stop.
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O Allah, what toil we had to escape with our bare lives! Behind us there was uninterrupted lightning, and the
stones fell among us like so much hail. A terrible fright took hold of us, and we were about to disperse, when at
the last moment Eben Said with his troop came up with us before sunrise, threw himself upon the Abdelle, and
thus rescued us from their hands. So we returned to our people camping in Wadi al-Mijah not far from the as-Sazri
wells, without having achieved anything.
9
Four members of the Hwejsân kin went on a raid on foot. Hejran eben Meslet was their leader.
They crossed as-Swab, heading for Mesopotamia against the Sammar then encamped at ad-Demim and asSaba, east of al-Mijadin. As soon as the herds were sighted they separated, two stealing at night up to the place
where the herds were resting. One called zaida stayed with their clothing, the other crawled half-naked to the
camels, intending to unfetter a few and drive them towards his comrade. Succeeding in unfettering them, he
hurried the animals toward the spot where they had agreed to meet when a certain star had reached a certain
height.
He was pursued, however, but when the Zaida man guarding the clothing began to shoot at the pursuers, they
halted. After waiting a long time for the other two comrades they finally rode away with their booty.
The other two had no success owing to the vigilance of the dogs, who, on scenting the man approaching the
herd, began to bark, causing both of them, the Zaida as well as the plunderer, to flee. Then they hid in a gully and
the following night went out to plunder again. Allah having granted them booty, they hastened with it towards the
Euphrates.
Yet the Sammar pursued and overtook them by the ford. There the robbers abandoned their booty and fled.
But they now tried a third time to take booty. This time they got two camels and, after breaking her iron fetters,
a mare. One man galloped away with the she-camels, the other rode the mare.
But this animal balked, and he was left far behind his comrade. When he urged her by blows to run faster, she
began to neigh and would not stir. Finally he had to abandon the mare and try to overtake his comrade on foot.
Thirsty and hungry he at last sat down below a slope, fearing that he would perish miserably. In this distress he
said with a sigh:
“O Allah, if thou desirest my welfare, then either feed me or take my soul to thyself!”
And it happened by Allah’s will that the unfortunate man’s comrade was hiding a little higher up on the same
slope and sighted him from there: Descending to him, he heard his words and rolled down a stone which fell
almost at his side. Alarmed by this the exhausted man cried out:
“O Allah, thou dost not hasten to send food, but my soul thou wouldst have at once!”
At this his comrade began to laugh and gave him enough to eat and drink from the supplies carried by the
camels. They luckily reached the Euphrates, crossed it, and remained all day on its right bank hidden in the thicket
resting.
While there they saw a large troop of the Sammar, who were out on a raid against the Aneze, approaching the
Euphrates. One half of them forded the river the same day, while the other remained on the left bank. Our hensel
drew near the Sammar, whose mares had been left to graze among the bush es, stole two docile ones, and,
mounting them, drove the camels before them into the desert, finally reaching their kin without further mishap.
10
When we were camping in al-Hegijje with Sakr eben Mesreb, he once asked us, to go out on a raid with him.
My brother, Aswan, the father of the lad, who was driving our camels to the pasture grounds near al-Mlosi, was
willing to go and so was our younger brother, Gian.
Aswan already had a partner, but for Gian we first had to find a camel rider who would carry both his food
supply and the fodder for his mare. But, as Gian was still young and imprudent, nobody would go with him except
for a full half of everything he might capture with his mare. We tried to persuade Gian to stay at home, but he
refused; and so we had to promise to satisfy the camel rider ourselves.
Altogether there set off with Sakr about a hundred camel riders, and about thirty horseback riders. Sakr led
them against the Rwala camping around Hdejb and Swer.
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On the way they drank from the wells of Hzeran and Debadeb, from those dug in the channel of al-Obejjez,
which are known by the name of Nhejb, from the similar ones, Gdejjedet Arar, and finally from al-Hsej. Leaving
this point they rode cautiously all night and all day till they saw herds in the vicinity of al-Wada, a great rock
lying north of Hdejb and Swer. Here they made a halt to wait for the heat to pass and the coolness of the day to set
in. Then they watered their mares from the water bags, selected the reserve camels, and loaded all the fodder and
provisions on the fatigued camels. Sakr gave orders for the latter to wait for him at the beginning of the seib of
al-Helal all night and the next day. But in case he was not able to join them before sunset of the next day, they
were to proceed to al-Barrit.
These camels laden with water and food supplies departed for al-Helal, while the others with the horse riders
attacked some herds approaching Swer. Surrounding them completely, every rider whether on horseback or camel
drove before him what he had captured. Gian and four youths imprudent as himself kept together, and captured a
herd numbering over fifty head. Full of joy, they drove the animals before them, unmindful of either their
comrades or the course they were to take. They ran all night and all the following forenoon without finding the
beginning of al-Helal, the place appointed for meeting the supplies sent there by Sakr.
At noon they knew each other no more, such was the thirst torturing them. At that moment an older member of
the raid, happened to pass there on his camel and saw them. Finding them perishing with thirst he said:
“I will save both you and your mares, but only if you promise to give me a colt for each mare and two camels
besides.”
When they had promised, he let them drink from the remnants of water still in his pouch and then asked them
to follow him. They rode until evening, they rode all night, and finally came across the tracks of their comrades
leading from al-Helal to al-Barrit.
But the mares, tormented by thirst, could go no farther. Then Gian’s comrades mounted the best she-camels
and, abandoning the booty as well as their own mares, sped after their guide in order to save their lives. Gian,
however, exclaimed:
“By Allah, I will die first before I desert my mare!” And taking the reins of the abandoned mares in his right
hand he rode slowly in the tracks of his comrades.
The heat of the day passed, the sun had already gone down in the west, and he was still in the saddle. At night
he stuck to the course he had followed in the daytime.
Seeing himself thus isolated, he was seized with a terrible fear. The torments caused by thirst became well-nigh
unbearable, and he heard a buzzing in his ears. After resting a little he rode on farther. Then he let the reins of the
mares drop, twisted his hand into the mane of his own mare, laid his head on her neck, and rode on as if asleep.
When the dew had passed, he slid down from the saddle, spread his mantle over the perennials, and lay down
under it. He thought he must surely die.
But his mare licked his face, and this refreshed him a little. Rising from the ground and mounting again, he
wearily resumed his journey. The mare still carried him faithfully and finally brought him to the nearest water, the
wells of al-Barrit, where she stopped.
The wells were entirely deserted. Rolling down from the saddle, he crawled, rather than walked, to the near est
well. He saw water there but had neither rope nor bucket. He thought of throwing himself down the well, but this
Allah did not permit. He fell asleep or fainted—he was not sure afterwards which—and remained lying beside the
well.
In the meantime Sakr with all his booty was camping by the wells of al-Maemen, whither also the riders who
had stopped at the beginning of al-Helal were now turning, because the scouts sent by Sakr signaled to them not
to touch al-Barrit. Neither did Gian’s comrades, who followed in the tracks of these riders, stop at al-Barrit but
joined the rest of the troop at al-Maemen.
As soon as Sakr heard that Gian was missing, he at once hired some Slejb then camping at al-Maemen to take
water with them and go in search of him. Finding his tracks, they followed them and before long came at al-Barrit
to the place where he was lying unconscious. They opened his mouth and dropped melted butter down his throat
until he began to swallow and regained consciousness, but it was nearly two days before he could sit in the saddle
unaided. When they returned with him and the mares to al-Maemen they found nobody there, the raiders having
left in the meantime with their booty for their home at al-Hegijje.
I began at once to look for Gian, his mare, and spear but was told by Aswan what had happened. The youth’s
mother mourned bitterly, and we all thought that we should see him no more.
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A few days afterwards we migrated, our she-camels being in front. Suddenly a man who was examining the
neighborhood came running to me shouting at the top of his voice:
“O Blejhan, hear glad news! Thy young brother is perfectly well!”
After a while I sighted two Slejb with my brother and the mares. The Slejb received five she-camels.
11
We were camping near the wells of Gibb when someone came to us, with the news that he had sighted not far
off a large troop of riders on camels. Jumping on our mares, we drove, in the riding camels, saddled them, and
went in the direction indicated.
All we could see were five camel riders, but they were soon lost to our sight. We took them for scouts, and
judged that the hostile troop had five commanders. Some thought we should return, but others were for going
ahead. When, however, we were overtaken by the auxiliary troops of Hamad eben Ejde and Zejdan al Awagi, we
resolved to attack the enemy before they were likely to throw themselves on our herds.
At night we succeeded in surprising and surrounding them. They wounded two of our men, while we killed
one of their leaders. We also held them surrounded till the dew had passed—they were in a basin and we on the
height above them. Seeing that escape was impossible, they begged for mercy. We took all their camels but
allowed them to retain their arms, kept them as our guests for two days longer, and then lent them a few camels so
that they could return home. They complained bitterly of their scouts, for having fled after sighting us without
warning them, as this had enabled us to surprise and surround them.
Every member of our expedition received four or five camels as his share.
12
Once we camped in Irak near Bradan and al-Esele. The world was full of pasture. Dry grass stood thickly
around all the wells, and of the kazkaz there was abundance everywhere.
After our herds had grazed in the neighborhood of the wells, we pitched our tents about a winter day’s march
from them. Then Mashur eben Mersed proposed to us to go on a raid with him. Soon a troop of about three
hundred riding camels and a hundred riders, were accompanying him, first against az-Zefir.
We drank at al-Losof, then from the Aklat Meshen, and soon reached the level country, where we were
surprised by the trajjawi rain. The low-lying land resembled a swamp. Our camels could not make any headway
there, and so we had to return without success.
But the Bdur, who usually encamped on the Euphrates, somehow learned where we were and without delay
sent pursuers on camels after us. They overtook us, compelled us twice to make our camels kneel, and soon a
fight began to rage—may Allah never bring any true friend of thine into such a fight! At first shots were
exchanged, then we fought with spears, and finally bare fists were used.
We took all their riding camels, attacked their herds, and brought our booty away safely, although they pursued
us as far as the Wadi al-Obejjez. That year we still call the year of violence, because we drove the captured herds
to our camp by sheer force. The commander got thirty camels, the others five or six each.
13
While camping by the river al-Asi between Horns and Hama, Sakr asked us to undertake a raid with him.
We set out, took up fresh water in Ghar, and halted at the edge of the plain of ad-Daw to feed our horses.
Riding all night, we reached in the morning the big dam below the watering place of al-Barde.
When day broke Sakr surveyed the country around the wells with his glasses, but, seeing nothing, he nodded to
us, and we had our breakfast there. After a short stop we resumed our ride and did not rest until between as Swewine and the wells of al-Elejjanijje. From here we rode again till we saw Rurab al-Hadali appearing in the
distance.
After resting again, we reached first the low ridge on the right bank of al-Minkat and then Burku. There we
lingered in the shade all day and until the following noon. Having watered both our horses and riding camels, we
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did not lie down to sleep before reaching a gully between Tell Rsen and Tell Saada. Next day towards noon we
found a water hole near al-Abd w-Awladeh.
Taking a few riders with him, Sakr went up the western summit of al-Abd, whence he sighted with his glasses
herds of camels grazing on the eastern slope of the Hawran. Returning he said:
“May this good news gladden your hearts! Our booty is near!”
As soon as the morning star appeared, we began our march and did not stop till sunrise, when Sakr ascended a
hill the better to observe the movements of the herds. The moment they left their camps, he gave the signal for
attack. We surrounded and drove them before us without any effort, just as if we had been their herdsmen. They
belonged to the Zeben kin of the Beni Sahr.
We fled with the booty all day and all night, the rescuing troops of the Zeben not overtaking us until the day
after, but we repulsed them easily, even capturing ten mares in the encounter. We continued our flight.
Suddenly we came across fresh tracks of horses and camels heading north towards the rain water reservoirs
near the castle of Burku. Not knowing whether it was a friend or an enemy who had passed before us, we should
have preferred to steer clear of Burku, but at the same time we were in great need of water for ourselves and the
horses.
The scouts sent out to investigate returned with the report that a strange troop had watered at Burku but had
left again. Giving praise to Allah for that, we hastened to the water, drank ourselves, let the mares also drink,
filled our water bags, watered the camels, and lay down to rest.
But Allah willed otherwise. The strange troop returned and took us by surprise. They were the Hwetat,\fn{ Of
Lawrence of Arabia fame:H} our enemies. They took all our captured and even our own camels from us, but the
majority of our mares we saved by timely flight.
That night we wandered about the volcanic area. The next day we found a tiny camp of the Slejb, where we
waited for our scattered comrades.
On the third day we borrowed five she-camels and a number of asses of good breed, of our Slejb hosts and
proceeded on our way but immediately met with an Ahl al-Gebel raiding troop, returning from an expedition
against the inhabitants of Tudmor, [the] Tedamre. We scattered before them like chaff in all directions, however,
as soon as they lay down for their night’s rest we crept to them silently, fell upon them while asleep, and drove
away sixty of their riding camels and nearly two hundred of those they had captured from the Tedamre. And
although they pursued us as far as al-Gwejf we succeeded in making our escape, were able to rest at al-Hufejjer,
and from there reached al-Zerjitejn at the passing of the dew.
There we divided our booty, and everyone went home. We, that is to say the people of Al Mesreb, learned that
our tents were then at as-Sumbul, east of Salamja.
14
Our camp was in the little seib of al-Magna which winds from Laha eastwards. It was known that Sakr was
preparing for a new raid. Finally he sent us word:
“Let all who wish to go along come tomorrow at noon!”
On the morning of the day fixed for the departure Sakr rode up the top of Laha, whence there was a wide view
on all sides. Surveying the country with his glasses he saw a troop of raiders to the west. Dispatching at once two
sbur on camels to watch the strangers, he set out with his men to outflank them. In the evening his scouts returned
with news that the raiders were Sirhân with whom his people, were then living in a state of enmity.
Dividing his troop into two parts, Sakr ordered one to attack the enemy in front and the other, which he led in
person, from the rear. The stratagem succeeded, the Sirhan losing all their riding camels and half of their horses.
Sakr himself captured a fine mare, which he sent home at once, as many of his men refused to continue the raid
now when booty had been sent them by Allah.
With the rest Sakr rode to the borders of the volcanic territory, where, in a tiny valley south of Abu Rasen, he
found traces of a camp recently abandoned. And before long he also sighted with his glasses a few migrat ing kins
of the Weld Ali and Rwala. Riding ahead of them with his troop, when it became dark, he lay down for a good
rest.
In the morning he waited till the herdsmen should drive out their herds and the Bedouins load the tents on
camels. When this was done and the pack camels began to march, the signal for attack was given.
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Sakr himself made for the herd belonging to Eben Anejzan, while his comrades surrounded the herds of Abu
Nawas and Gabbar. But Eben Anejzan’s herdsman had a rifle. Catching sight of Sakr, he took aim, and Allah
willed that his bullet should not miss. It hit the muzzle of Sakr’s rifle, which it shattered, and wounded our leader
in the left hand, throwing him from the saddle.
Praise be to Allah that He would not let the herdsman assail Sakr while in this condition but suggested to him
to flee with his herd! Sakr, when falling, grasped the mane of his mare and after a moment got into the saddle
again but was without a weapon, and the enemy’s riders were already beginning to close upon him. Then we cried
out to Allah:
“O Allah, help Sakr and Thou shalt receive an old she-camel!”
Allah helped. Sakr got back among us, took a spear from a comrade, and encouraged us:
“If we show ourselves cowards, who will fight? I am the rider protecting al-Kawda. We shall be laughed at if
we let fear conquer us.” And his spear caught a rider on a bay mare, but she escaped.
He captured fourteen camels himself, we four or five each and then returned home with good luck.
15
We camped with Sakr eben Mesreb in the seiban of as-Swejbat where they join and form the valley of asSwab, and undertook a raid with him against the Sammar in Mesopotamia. Crossing the Euphrates at al-Mijadin,
we attacked them and returned home with the booty.
But here sad news awaited us. Eben Mazi, the chief of the Al Isa clan belonging to the Ahl al-Gebel, had
surprised Sakr’s people during our absence, had taken our herds, and even driven away all Sakr’s white camels.
Sakr beat his face with his hand and shouted his war cry:
“I am the rider protecting al-Kawda! By Allah himself! May Allah deprive me of my wits should I ever forget
my white camels and not deliver them from thy hands!”
As there was no water in as-Swejbat at that time, we started for the settled territory, migrating east and
camping with our relatives on the banks of the Euphrates near Kalat Gabar and Abu Hrera. There Sakr cried out:
“We will go on a raid!”
All knew at once whither and against whom. Our animals numbered sixty mares and sixty camels, with 110
men in all to mount them.
We drank ourselves and watered our animals from the wells of al-Gidd and then moved towards the volcanic
territory. The Slejb told us that Eben Mazi was camping on its borders, near Manka ar-Rahba.
Finally Sakr sighted some herds with his glasses and at once sent Serai abu Hsejjen and Rsejd eben Zeri, both
on horseback, as ujun to ascertain where the Arabs were encamped. Before long they reached some herds and
stopped at the one which Eben Mazi had taken entire from Eben Hawi, the chief of the Sararat, even with the
leading she-camel.
One herdsman came running up, then another, saluting the riders and looking them over. They did not recognize the riders as the Kmusa, because both had put on light-weight black mantles, mezwi aswad—or, as we call
them, al-hacijje, such as are worn by the Semalât, inhabitants of the country around the Hawran. The herdsmen
invited them:
“Dismount, riders! What tidings do ye carry in your saddles?”
“We wish to buy camels. Tell us where to find those of Abtan.”
At that moment the herdsmen sighted Sakr’s troop appearing on the eastern horizon and gave the alarm cry:
“Halt, halt! Ye are bloody enemies; tremble!”, and began to wave their kerchief as a signal for help from the
camp, the tents of which looked in the distance like isolated knolls.
Serai now threw himself on Abtans herd, Rsejd on Enad’s, while their comrades, the raiders who had just
arrived, surrounded all the herds, assailed the enemy’s riders, entered the camp, took the tents there, and started
back with their booty. The troops which came to protect the herds were repulsed and the booty made safe.
The captured white camels were divided between Misref eben Hrejmis and Sakr al Mesreb, and we retired to
our people on the Euphrates in peace.
B
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1
My little brother, Gian, went on a raid and did not return for a long time. My heart was sick with longing for
him. So I went to a hazmijje\fn{Woman of the Hawazem tribe} soothsayer, and gave her a little tobacco. She said:
“What brings thee here, O youth? Dost thou need something?”
“I seek a lost camel and want thee to give me the sign.”
Taking out from a bag the pouch with those twenty-three things, she shook them out on her right palm; which
she first lifted and then lowered again, threw them broadcast on the carpet, glanced over them, and then
exclaimed:
“O youth, thou seekest not a she-camel. Thou art troubled about a raider; it is for him thy heart is aching. But
be it known to thee that today his heart is calmer than thine. He will return to thee merry and unwounded.”
“If he returns thus thou shalt get a dress or silk kerchief,” said I and left, somewhat relieved.
And, true enough, five days after this Gian came back well and bringing four captured she-camels. Then I gave
the soothsayer that silk kerchief.
2
My comrade Zaher and I went for plunder to the Rwala territory. We had only one riding camel, which
belonged to Zaher. He sat in the saddle, I sat behind the saddle.
One day we saw a rider, a Rwejli, judging by his apparel. My comrade said:
“Look, if we capture that riding camel, she shall be thine even if a little bell is ringing on her neckband.”
A bell of that kind is hung only on the neck of young mares. By these words Zaher indicated that he would
leave the first booty to me alone, even if it were a mare; and therefore he would certainly have left the camel to
me. I answered that I accepted his offer.
Now when the Rwejli met us, I slid off our camel and seized his delul by the rein, while Zaher leveled his rifle
at the man threatening him with the words:
“Dismount! If thou dost not, by my faith! I will shoot thee dead.”
Having no gun himself the Rwejli obeyed, while I made the delul kneel and then mounted it. In this manner
she became my property.
Then we searched two more days and a night for booty but without avail. Finally we started for home again,
reaching it on the tenth day early in the morning. On the same day my comrade came to me and said:
“I want thee to give me a half of that camel, because we agreed to divide our booty.”
“Thou art right, thou art not right.”
We quarreled a long time and at last on the advice of our relatives went to Meshen eben Allus of the al-Mwajge
clan of the Ebede division to seek justice. We came to that judge each on his own camel, made the animals kneel
before the tent, and saluted him:
“Peace be with thee!”
“Peace to you also!” After tasting some coffee I sat beside the judge, Meshen, and said to him:
“O Eben Allus, I want to ask my right of thee!”
“Relate, disclose.”
“Certainly, I swear to God that I shall disclose it”—and I told him how it all happened, adding:
“I desire, God grant it! from thee, from all judges, and from every man who does not disregard my right, that
this camel, which my comrade declared to be mine even if a bell was ringing on her neckband, should belong to
me undisputedly.” The judge said:
“Blejhan has spoken and ended well. Now give thy account, Zaher.”
“I will explain what took place, O Eben Allus, to thee and to everyone whose hand refuses bribes. It is known
that my comrade Blejhan sat on my camel behind the saddle. It is infallible truth that I adjudged that camel to
him, yet behold, today my hand is empty, while the hand of my comrade is full. Therefore I demand of thee and of
all who mean well a half of that she-camel.”
Then we were silent. Eben Allus asked:
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“Did ye agree at the moment ye saw the rider on this she-camel that ye would divide, or did ye not?”
“We did not!” Here the judge took both my and my comrade’s saber and said:
“I shall deliver judgment. Thou, Zaher, wilt get from this she-camel a gold pound, and the greed of both of you
must be smothered by your sense of honor.” I replied:
“O Eben Allus, I shall not accept this; help me to my right.”
“So thou wilt not accept?”
“I will not.”
“Well, then, let Zaher stand up and swear by God and eight camels laden with corn that he did not adjudge the
camel to thee even if it had been a mare with a bell on her neck.” I urged my comrade:
“No, rise, rise, fear not God, because of thy greed!”
“I will not swear,” replied Zaher, “for I seek my refuge in God before thee and thy she-camel.”
“Take two megidijjat\fn{$1.80} Eben Allus, as a reward for thy work and give me my saber.” Taking then my
saber and my camel, I rode away, reaching home in the evening.
3
Our auxiliary troop met a fighting troop of the Eben Mazi and Ahl al-Gebel and captured the horses whose
riders were thrown from their saddles. I too succeeded in capturing a mare, which I gave to the care of my kin.
On the following morning one Ehdejjan came to claim her, stating it was he who had thrown the rider to the
ground. Now the usual quarrel began:
“It is mine,”
“It is not thine.” Urged by our relatives, who said: “Go to the judge to have your right cleared,” we rode to
Farhhan eben Hdejb.
“What have ye there? Disclose it!” My opponent, said:
“We shall disclose all, O Farhan eben Hdejb! before thee and before a judge who knows customs and has wit,
and before everyone who despises [untruth] with his every thought. The cavalry of our enemy was defeated, I
overtook a rider. There was nobody near him who would either attack, or defend him. I said to him:
“‘Yield her to me for thy neck, or I will shoot thee dead.’
“He would not yield. Then I shot and threw him to the ground. Now I desire of thee, if God grant it, to return
to me that which a blow delivered by my hand, gained for me and of which my cousin now wishes to deprive
me.” Having heard this, the judge. said:
“Ehejjan has finished; now do thou speak, Eben Zeri; disclose!”
“And, by Allah! I shall disclose, Farhan eben Hdejb. At first I rode with the attacking cavalry. We overtook the
enemy and defeated him. Many a mare lost her rider. I overtook this mare. She was running, riderless, to and fro.
There was nobody near who would defend her or take her away from me again. I would—God grant it!—that she
belonged to me, not to my cousin.”
Then we were silent. Farhan eben Hdejb—God have mercy on him!—spoke:
“Ye quarrel over a mare. Lead thy camel before me, Eben Zeri.”
“Here is my she-camel!” I made her kneel. Farhan then said:
“I shall decide between you.”
“Speak! Was it not in deference to thy word that we came?”
“For thee, Eben Zeri, I have unpleasant news: I shall do violence to thee. Thou shalt get the first colt should it
be a filly, and, besides, a five- or six-year-old she-camel.
“I accept this as my right,”
And I took a five-year-old she-camel, which Ehdejjan gave me, and waited for the filly. The captured mare
went to him.
272.124a 1. Untitled Poem\fn{by al-Ghuwayri (1884-after 1969)} the Saudi Arabian desert; apparently she was born in
(or is apparently somehow otherwise connected with) Uqlat al-Ghuwayri, which is in central Saudi Arabia, in
Riyadh Province (F) -1
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My heart
A she falcon
With broken eggs
Whose yolk has vanished:
Nothing left but the shell.
O my companion!
Hunter of the fleet gazelle
With long eyelashes,
This passion of his
Brought on each night.
*
By God! Were not the desert path
So rugged and impassible
I’d jump like a heedless one
Startled by a slithering snake
Dreading its sharp-toothed sting.
251.194 Excerpt from India Wins Freedom\fn{by Maulana Abul Kalam Azad (1888-1958)} Makkah, Makkah Province,
Saudi Arabia (M) 9
… I have now reached the final chapter of the story I want to tell in this volume.
On 14 August 1947 Lord Mountbatten went to Karachi to inaugurate the Dominion of Pakistan. He returned
the next day and at 12 midnight on 15 August 1947, the Indian Dominion was born.
The country was free, but before the people could fully enjoy the sense of liberation and victory, they woke up
to find that a great tragedy had accompanied freedom. We also realized that we would have to face a long and
difficult journey before we could relax and enjoy the fruits of liberty.
Congress as well as the Muslim League had accepted partition. Since the Congress represented the entire
nation and the Muslim League had considerable support among the Muslims, this would normally have meant that
the whole country had accepted partition.
The real position was however completely different.
When we looked at the country immediately before and after partition, we found that the acceptance was only
in a resolution of the All-India Congress Committee of the Congress and on the register of the Muslim League.
The people of India had not accepted partition.
In fact, their hearts and souls rebelled against the very idea.
I have said that the Muslim League enjoyed the support of many Indian Muslims, but there was a large section
in the community who had always opposed the League. They had naturally been deeply cut by the decision to
divide the country. As for the Hindus and the Sikhs, they were to a man opposed to partition. In spite of Congress
acceptance of the Plan their opposition had not abated in the least. Now, when partition had become a reality, even
the Muslims who were the followers of the Muslim League were horrified by the result and began to say openly
that this was not what they had meant by partition.
In reviewing the situation after ten years, I find that events have confirmed what I said at that time. It was even
then clear to me that the Congress leaders had not accepted partition with free and open minds. Some had
accepted it out of sheer anger and resentment and others out of a sense of despair.
Men when they are swayed by indignation or fear cannot judge objectively. How could the advocates of
partition who acted under the stress of passion see the implications of what they were doing?
*
Among Congressmen the greatest supporter of partition was Sardar Patel, but even he did not believe that
partition was the best solution of the Indian problem. He threw his weight in favor of partition out of irritation and
injured vanity. He found himself frustrated at every step by the veto put on his proposals by Liaqat All Khan as
Finance Minister. It was therefore in sheer anger that he decided that if there was no other alternative, partition
should be accepted.
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He was also convinced that the new State of Pakistan was not viable and could not last. He thought that the
acceptance of Pakistan would teach the Muslim League a bitter lesson. Pakistan would collapse in a short time
and the provinces which had seceded from India would have to face untold difficulty and hardship.
The real test of the people’s attitude towards the partition of the country came on 14 August 1947 when
independent Pakistan was formed. If the people of India had willingly accepted partition, surely the Hindus and
Sikhs of the Punjab, the Frontier, Sind and Bengal would have rejoiced in the same way as the Muslims of those
regions.
Reports which we received from all these provinces showed how hollow was the claim that the Congress
acceptance of partition meant its acceptance by the Indian people.
The 14th of August was for the Muslims of Pakistan a day of rejoicing. For the Hindus and the Sikhs, it was a
day of mourning. This was the feeling not only of most people, but even of important leaders of Congress.
Acharya Kripalani was then President of the Congress. He is a man of Sind. On 14 August 1947, he issued a
statement that it was a day of sorrow and destruction for India. This feeling was expressed openly by Hindus and
Sikhs throughout Pakistan. It was surely a strange situation. Our national organization had taken a decision in
favor of partition but the entire people grieved over it.
One question naturally arises here. If partition evoked such feelings of anger and sorrow in the hearts of all
Indians, why did the Indian people accept it?
Why was there not greater opposition to it?
Why was there such a hurry to take a decision which almost everybody regarded as wrong?
If the right solution of the Indian problem could not be found by 15 August, why take a wrong decision and
then grieve over it?
I had again and again said that it was better to wait till a correct solution was found. I had done my best, but
my friends and colleagues unfortunately did not support me. The only explanation I can find of their strange
blindness to facts is that anger or despair had clouded their vision. Perhaps also the fixation of a date—15 August
—acted like a charm and hypnotized them into accepting whatever Lord Mountbatten said.
The situation was one in which tragedy and comedy were inextricably mixed. After partition, the most
ridiculous position was that of the Muslim League leaders who remained in India. Jinnah left for Karachi with a
message to his followers that now that the country was divided they should be loyal citizens of India. This parting
message created in them a strange sense of weakness and disillusion. Many of these leaders came to see me after
14 August. Their plight was pathetic. Every one of them said with deep regret and anger that Jinnah had deceived
them and left them in the lurch.
I could not at first understand what they meant by saying that Jinnah had deceived them. He had openly
demanded partition of the country on the basis of Muslim majority provinces. Partition was now a reality and both
in the West and in the East Muslim majority areas formed parts of Pakistan. Why then should these spokesmen of
the Muslim League say that they had been deceived?
*
As I talked to them I realized that these men had formed a picture of partition which had no relevance to the
real situation. They had failed to realize the real implications of Pakistan. If the Muslim majority provinces
formed a separate State, it was clear that the provinces in which the Muslims were in a minority would form part
of India. The Muslims of the U.P.\fn{Uttar Pradesh} and Bihar were a minority and would remain so even after
partition.
It is strange, but the fact is that these Muslim Leaguers had been foolishly persuaded that once Pakistan was
formed, Muslims, whether they came from a majority or a minority province, would be regarded as a separate
nation and would enjoy the right of determining their own future. Now, when the Muslim majority provinces went
out of India and even Bengal and Punjab were divided and Mr. Jinnah left for Karachi, they at last realized that
they had gained nothing but in fact lost everything by the partition of India.
Jinnah’s parting message came as the last straw on the camel’s back. It was now clear to them that the only
result of partition was that their position as a minority was much weaker than before. In addition, they had
through their foolish action created anger and resentment in the minds of the Hindus.
These members of the Muslim League kept on repeating that they were now at the mercy of the Hindu
majority. It was such an obvious thing that their grief over these developments evoked hardly any pity for them. I
reminded them of what I had said during the Cabinet Mission Plan. In my statement of 15 April 1946, I had
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warned the Indian Muslims in unambiguous words. I had then said that if partition ever became a reality, they
would one day wake up to find that after the majority of Muslims had gone away to Pakistan, they would still
remain in India but as a small and insignificant minority.
*
A special programme for marking the dawn of Independence had been arranged for 15 August. The Constituent
Assembly met at midnight and declared that India was now free and an independent State. Next day the Assembly
met again at 9 a.m. and Lord Mountbatten delivered the inaugural speech. The whole city was in a state of
tumultuous joy. Even the pangs of partition were for the moment forgotten. Millions from the city and the
surrounding countryside assembled to hail the advent of freedom. The flag of free India was to be hoisted at 4
p.m. In spite of the burning August sun, millions gathered and in fact had been waiting in the gruelling heat for
hours. The crowd was so great that Lord Mountbatten could not get out of his car at all and had to make his
speech from it.
The joy was almost delirious but lasted hardly forty-eight hours. The very next day news of communal troubles
began to cast deep gloom in the capital. It was the news of murder, death and cruelty. It was learnt that in the East
Punjab, Hindu and Sikh mobs had attacked Muslim villages. They were burning houses and killing innocent men,
women and children. Exactly the same reports came from the West Punjab. Muslims there were killing
indiscriminately men, women and children of the Hindu and the Sikh communities. The whole of the Punjab, East
and West, was becoming a graveyard of destruction and death.
Events followed in quick succession. One East Punjab Minister after another came rushing up to Delhi. They
were followed by local Congress leaders who were outside the Government. All of them were horrified by the
developments that were taking place. They were also stunned by the magnitude of the carnage and said in despair
that perhaps nothing could stop it.
We asked them why they had not called upon the military. In despair they said that the troops stationed in the
Punjab were no longer reliable and not much help could be expected from them. They demanded that military
help should immediately be sent to the Punjab from Delhi.
There were no disturbances in Delhi in the beginning, but with the country all round aflame with such a
murderous upheaval, it was not possible to deplete the small military reserve held in Delhi. We decided to send for
troops from outside but before they could arrive, trouble reached the capital. As news of murders in the Punjab
was followed by the trickle of refugees who were coming away from the West Punjab, violence broke out in
Delhi.
Murder stalked the town. Trouble was not confined to the refugees or even to the general public. Even the
areas where only Government servants lived were involved. When the reports of massacres in the West Punjab
reached Delhi, Muslims in the city were attacked by mobs of unruly men. Some Sikhs took a leading part in
organizing these murderous attacks in Delhi.
I have already said how much I had been disturbed by loose talk of the dangerous doctrine of reprisals and
hostages. In Delhi we now had a gruesome application of that doctrine. If the Muslims of the West Punjab were
guilty of the murder of Hindus and Sikhs, why should there be retaliation on innocent Muslims in Delhi? This
theory of hostages and reprisals is so atrocious that no sane or decent human being can say a word in its defence.
The attitude of the Army now became a critical issue. Before partition, the Army had been free from
communal hatred. When the country was divided on a communal basis, the communal virus entered the Army.
The majority of troops in Delhi were Hindus and Sikhs. In a few days it became clear that it might prove too
great a strain on them if strong action was to be taken for the restoration of law and order in the city.
We therefore took measures to bring more soldiers from the South. They had not been affected by the
partition of the country and retained their sense of soldierly discipline. The soldiers of the South played a great
part in bringing the situation under control and restoring order in the capital.
Apart from the city proper, there were suburbs such as Karolbagh, Lodhi Colony, Subzi Mandli and Sadar
Bazar, which had a large Muslim population. In all these areas, life and property were no longer safe. Nor was it
possible in the existing circumstances to provide them with complete military protection. At one stage, the situation
in these areas became so bad that no Muslim householder could go to sleep at night with the confidence that he
would be alive next morning.
During these days of arson, murder and rioting, I toured different parts of Delhi in the company of army officers. I
found the Muslims completely demoralized and suffering from a sense of utter helplessness. Many asked for shelter in
my house. Rich and well-known families of the city came to me completely destitute and with no earthly possessions

17

left except the clothes they were wearing. Some did not dare to come by daylight and were brought under military
protection at midnight or in the early hours of the morning. My house was soon full and I put up tents in my
compound. Men and women of all kinds and conditions—rich and poor, young and old—huddled together in sheer
fear of death.
It soon became clear that it would take some time before law and order could be restored. It was not possible to
protect isolated houses in different parts of the city. If we arranged for guards in one area, the attack started
elsewhere. We therefore decided that Muslims should be brought together and placed in protected camps. One such
camp was established at the Purana Qila or the old Fort. It has no building left but only the bastions. These were
soon full. A large number of Muslims were assembled in the Fort and lived in these bastions throughout almost the
whole of the winter.
Several Special Magistrates were appointed during these disturbances to maintain law and order and restore
peace. I regret to say that the selections were not always very happy and that some of these Magistrates failed in
their duty. I remember distinctly the case of one Magistrate to whom a Hindu member of the Congress came for
help. He reported that there was danger of attack on a Muslim locality and some Muslim families were living in
fear of death. This Magistrate, instead of taking necessary action, accused the Congressman for what he called his
lack of feeling. He said he was surprised that a Hindu should come out to help Muslims.
This incident is revealing of the way different people reacted to the crisis. Some of the Special Magistrates and
a few Congressmen failed but the majority of Congressmen in Delhi rose to great heights during these difficult
times. Hindu as well as Sikh members of the Congress stood steadfast and remained true to the principles of
nationalism in spite of the taunts and insults of their communal-minded co-religionists.
*
I have criticized Lord Mountbatten for the way in which he helped to bring about partition. I must now pay
him a tribute for the manner in which he handled the crisis which faced us. I have already referred to the energy
and vigour with which he carried out the intricate and difficult task of partitioning India. He now acted with even
greater vigour and energy to restore law and order in the country. His military training now stood us in very good
stead. Without his leadership and experience of military tactics, it is doubtful if we could have got over the
difficulties with such expedition and efficiency.
He said that it was a war situation and must be treated as such. During war, War Councils work round the
clock. We must also set up a Council of Action which would take decisions on the spot and see that the decisions
were carried out. An Emergency Board was set up, consisting of some members of the Cabinet and some high
civil and military officers. The Board met daily at 9.30 a.m. in the Cabinet Room of the Government. Lord
Mountbatten presided. We reviewed the orders given during the last twenty-four hours and the action taken. This
Board worked without a break till peace was fully restored. The reports which came to the Board every morning
gave us an insight into the dangers of the situation.
One of the first signs of a true administrator is that he can rise above personal likes and dislikes and guarantee
security of life and property to all. During the terrible days of 1946 and 1947, Jawaharlal displayed in a signal
manner these qualities of a true administrator. From the first day that he joined Government, he realized that the
State must not discriminate between citizens and that it must treat Hindus and Muslims, Sikhs and Christians,
Parsees and Buddhists equally. Whoever was an Indian citizen had equal claims in the eye of the law.
The first evidence of his quality as an administrator was seen in 1946. The Calcutta killings had been followed
by riots in Noakhali, where Hindus had suffered greatly. The Hindus of Bihar then attacked local Muslims in
retaliation for the Noakhali riots and widespread disturbances broke out throughout the province. The Provincial
Government found it difficult to cope with the situation and the Government of India had to take strong action.
I was then staying in Patna for almost two weeks and was impressed by the firmness and strength with which
Jawaharlal sought to check these attacks on life and property. All of us were working to the same end, but there
can be no denying that the most effective part in this task was played by Jawaharlal Nehru.
During the whole of this period, Gandhiji was living in terrible mental anguish. He strained every nerve to
restore good feeling between the communities and to secure the life and property of Muslims. It caused him great
distress and suffering to find that his efforts did not meet with the expected success. Often he sent for Jawaharlal,
Sardar Patel and me and asked us to describe the situation in the city. It added to his distress when he found
that there were differences among us even regarding what was actually happening.
*
The truth is that there was a difference of attitude between Sardar Patel on the one hand and Jawaharlal and me
on the other. This was affecting local administration and it was becoming clear that the officers were divided
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into two groups. The larger group looked up to Sardar Pate! as Home Minister and acted in a way which they
thought would please him. A smaller group looked to Jawaharlal and me and tried to carry out Jawaharlal’s
orders.
The Chief Commissioner of Delhi was a Muslim officer, Khurshed Ahmed, son of Sahebzada Aftab Ahmed.
He was not a strong officer. In addition, he was afraid that if he took strong action he might be regarded as
favouring the Muslims. The result was that he was only the nominal head of the administration and all action
was being taken by the Deputy Commissioner on his own initiative. This was an officer who was a Sikh but did
not follow many of the Sikh customs and conventions. He had shaved off his beard and cut his hair and many
Sikhs regarded him as almost a heretic. He had been Deputy Commissioner in Delhi even before partition, and
some time before 15 August there was a suggestion that since he had served his term he might be returned to the
Punjab. Many leading citizens of Delhi, specially a large section of Muslims, represented strongly against this
proposal. They said that he was a fair-minded and strong officer, and that during these difficult days it would be
hard to find suitable replacement.
The Deputy Commissioner was accordingly retained, but it seems that under the stress of the communal
tension which was sweeping through the Punjab he could not maintain his former attitude. I received many
reports that he was not taking sufficiently strong or effective action against the miscreants. The very Muslims who
a year ago had pleaded for his retention now came and said that he was not giving the necessary protection to the
Muslim citizens of Delhi. This was reported to Sardar Patel but he paid hardly any attention to such complaints.
Sardar Patel was the Home Minister, and as such the Delhi administration was directly under him. As the lists of
murder and arson grew longer, Gandhiji sent for Patel and asked him what he was doing to stop the carnage. Sardar
Patel tried to reassure him by saying that the reports which he was receiving were grossly exaggerated. In fact Patel
went to the extent of saying that the Muslims had no cause for complaint or fear. I distinctly remember one
occasion when the three of us were sitting with Gandhiji. Jawaharlal said with deep sorrow that he could not
tolerate the situation in Delhi, where Muslim citizens were being killed like cats and dogs. He felt humiliated that
he was helpless and could not save them. His conscience would not let him rest, for what answer could he give
when people complained of these terrible happenings? Jawaharlal repeated several times that he found the situation
intolerable and that his conscience would not let him rest.
We were completely taken aback by Sardar Patel’s reaction. At a time when Muslims were being murdered in
Delhi in open daylight, he calmly told Gandhiji that Jawaharlal’s complaints were completely incomprehensible.
There may have been some isolated incidents, but Government was doing everything possible to protect the life
and property of Muslims and nothing more could be done. In fact he gave vent to his dissatisfaction that
Jawaharlal as the Prime Minister should express disapproval of what his Government was doing.
Jawaharlal remained speechless for some moments and then turned to Gandhiji in despair. He said that if these
were Sardar Patel’s views, he had no comments to make.
Another incident which occurred about this time revealed clearly how Sardar Patel’s mind was working. He
may have felt that some explanation was necessary for the attacks on Muslims which were taking place every
day. Accordingly he put out the theory that deadly weapons had been recovered from the Muslim quarters of the
city. His suggestion was that the Muslims of Delhi had collected arms in order to attack the Hindus and the Sikhs,
and if the Hindus and the Sikhs had not taken the first offensive, the Muslims would have destroyed them. The
police did recover some arms from Karolbagh and Subzi Mandi. By Sardar Patel’s orders, these were brought to
the Government House and kept for our inspection in the ante-chamber of the Cabinet Room. When we assembled for our daily meeting, Sardar Patel said that we should first go to the ante-chamber and inspect the captured
arms.
On our arrival we found on the table dozens of kitchen knives that were rusted, pocket-knives and pen-knives,
with or without handles and iron spikes which had been recovered from the fences of old houses and some castiron water pipes. According to Sardar Patel these were the weapons which the Muslims of Delhi had collected in
order to exterminate the Hindus and the Sikhs. Lord Mountbatten took up one or two of the knives and said with a
smile that those who had collected this material seemed to have a wonderful idea of military tactics if they
thought that the city of Delhi could be captured with them.
I have already said that the large majority of Muslims of the city had been collected in the Purana Qila. Winter
was now approaching. Thousands who lived under the open sky suffered terribly from the cold. There were no
proper arrangements for food or drinking water. What was worse, the conservancy arrangements were either nonexistent or thoroughly inadequate. One morning, Dr. Zakir Husain gave evidence before the Emergency Board and
described the terrible conditions in the old Fort. He said that these poor men and women had been rescued from
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sudden death to be buried in a living grave. The Board asked me to inspect the arrangements and suggest necessary
measures. At its next meeting, the Board decided that immediate arrangements should be made for drinking water
and sanitation. The Army was also asked to lend as many tents as possible, so that the people could at least live
under canvas.
*
Gandhiji’s distress was increasing every day. Formerly, the whole nation had responded to his slightest wish.
Now it seemed that his most fervent appeals were falling on deaf ears. At last he could no longer tolerate this state
of affairs and sent for me to say that he had no weapon left but to fast till peace was restored in Delhi.
When it became known that Gandhiji would fast until peace and order were restored in Delhi, many who had till
then remained inactive were shamed into action. They felt that at his age and his state of health, he must be
prevented from undergoing the fast. They appealed to him to give up the idea but he remained adamant.
One thing which weighed heavily on Gandhiji’s mind was the attitude of Sardar Patel. Sardar Patel belonged to
Gandhiji’s inner circle, and was very dear to him. In fact, Sardar Patel owed his entire political existence to Gandhiji.
Among the important leaders of the Congress, many had had a political life even before Gandhiji appeared on the
scene. There were however two, Sardar Patel and Dr. Rajendra Prasad, who were entirely the creation of Gandhiji.
Before the Non-co-operation Movement, Sardar Patel was one of the many lawyers of Gujerat with hardly any
interest or place in the public life of the country. When Gandhiji settled in Ahmedabad, he picked out Patel and step by
step built him up. Patel became his whole-hearted supporter and I have already mentioned how, on many occasions, he
merely echoed Gandhiji’s wishes. It was Gandhiji who made him a member of the Congress Working Committee.
Again, it was because of Gandhiji that he became President of the Congress in 1931. It hurt Gandhiji deeply that Patel
should now be following a policy which was quite contrary to everything for which he himself stood.
Gandhiji said that he saw Muslims of Delhi being killed before his very eyes. This was being done while his own
Vallabhbhai was the Home Member of the Government of India and was responsible for maintaining law and order in
the capital. Patel had not only failed to give protection to Muslims, but he lightheartedly dismissed any complaint
made on this account. Gandhiji said that he had now no option but to use his last weapon, namely to fast until the
situation changed.
Accordingly, he began his fast on 12 January 1948. In a sense, the fast was directed against the attitude of Sardar
Patel, and Patel knew that this was so. We had done our best to dissuade Gandhiji from undertaking his fast. On the
evening of the first day’s fast Jawaharlal, Sardar Patel and I were sitting by Gandhiji’s side. Sardar Patel was leaving
for Bombay the next morning. He spoke to Gandhiji in a formal manner and complained that Gandhiji was fasting
without any justification. He also complained that there was no real reason for such a fast. In fact, his fast would lead
to charges against the Government and particularly against Sardar Patel. He said in some bitterness that Gandhiji
was acting as if Sardar Patel was responsible for the murder of the Muslims. Gandhiji replied in his usual calm
manner,
I am not in China now but in Delhi. Nor have I lost my eyes and ears. If you ask me to disbelieve the testimony
of my own eyes and ears, and tell me that Muslims have no cause for complaint, I surely cannot convince you nor
can you convince me. Hindus and Sikhs are my brothers. They are flesh of my flesh and if they are now blind with
rage, I will not blame them. I must however expatiate through my own suffering and I hope that my fast will open
their eyes to real facts.

Sardar Patel got up without a word and made as if he would go away. I stopped him and said that he should
cancel his programme and stay on in Delhi. Nobody could say what turn events might take and he should not
leave while Gandhiji was fasting. Patel almost shouted back,
What is the use of my staying? Gandhiji is not prepared to listen to me. He seems determined to blacken the names
of the Hindus before the whole world. If this is his attitude, I have no use for him. I can’t change my programme and I
must go to Bombay.

Sardar Patel’s tone even more than his words deeply grieved me. What, I thought, would be their effect on
Gandhiji. We felt that it was useless saying anything more and Patel left.
Sardar Patel had hardened his heart against Gandhiji, but not so the people of Delhi. The moment it was
known that he had started his fast, not only the city but the whole of India was deeply stirred. In Delhi the
effect was electric. Groups which had till recently openly opposed Gandhiji came forward and said that they
would be prepared to do anything in order to save Gandhiji’s precious life. Different people came and told
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Gandhiji that they would work to bring peace back to Delhi, but Gandhiji was not influenced by their words. Two
days of feverish activity passed. On the third day, a public meeting was called to consider the situation and to devise
measures so that Gandhiji could be persuaded to give up his fast.
I went to Gandhiji on my way to the meeting. I said that he should lay down conditions for breaking his fast.
We would then place them before the people and say that provided he was satisfied on these points, he would give
up his fast. Gandhiji said,
This is talking business. My first condition is that all Muslims who have been compelled to leave Delhi because of
these attacks by Hindus and Sikhs would be invited to come back and they must be resettled in their own homes.

This was a fine and noble gesture, but I knew it was not a practical proposition. After partition, life in both
the Punjabs had been disrupted. Millions of refugees had come to India from West Punjab and millions had left
East Punjab for Pakistan. Thousands had left Delhi and many of the refugees from West Punjab had occupied the
houses which were left vacant by Muslims. If it had been a matter of a few hundreds, perhaps Gandhiji’s wishes
could have been carried out. When the men and women involved ran into tens of thousands, any attempt to carry
Out Gandhiji’s wishes would only have created fresh problems. Hindus and Sikhs who had come away from
West Punjab had been uprooted once but they had now found some kind of home in Delhi. If they were asked to
vacate their present houses, where would they go? Besides, the Muslims who had left Delhi for Pakistan were
probably scattered in different places. How could they be brought back? Muslims could not be brought back nor
could Hindus and Sikhs be asked to leave the houses they were occupying. To try for such a settlement would in
fact mean that in place of the first eviction which had driven out Muslims, we would now have a second to drive
out Hindus and Sikhs.
I caught hold of Gandhiji’s hands and pleaded with him that he should give up this point. It would be neither
practical nor perhaps morally justifiable to ask Hindus and Sikhs who had now found a home in Delhi to become
wanderers once again. I appealed to him not to insist on this point but to lay down as his first condition that
murder and arson should immediately cease. He could also insist that Muslims who were still in India should be
able to live in honour and peace and that friendly relations should be restored among all the communities. At first
Gandhiji would not agree and kept insisting on his own conditions. Finally, however, he relented and said that if
the conditions I had suggested satisfied me, he also would accept them. I thanked him for his consideration for my
views and begged him to accept my suggestions.
Gandhiji then suggested that Muslim shrines and places of worship which had been broken or violated should be
restored and repaired. The occupation of such places by non-Muslims was a cause of grief and terror for Muslims.
Gandhiji wanted an assurance that there would be no recurrence of any attack on such places sacred to any
community. Gandhiji then dictated his conditions for giving up the fast. They were as follows:
Hindus and Sikhs must forthwith stop all attacks against Muslims and must reassure Muslims that they would
live together as brothers.
Hindus and Sikhs would make every effort to ensure that not one Muslim should leave India because of
insecurity of life and property.
Attacks which were taking place on Muslims in moving trains must forthwith stop and Hindus and Sikhs who
were taking part in such attacks must be prevented from doing so.
Muslims who lived near the shrines and Dargahs like Nizamuddin Aulia, Khwaja Qutubuddin Bakhtiar Kaki
and Nasiruddin Chiragh Dehlvi had left their homes in distress. They must be brought back to their own locality
and re-settled.
The Dargah Qutubuddin Bakhtiar had been damaged. Government could of course restore and repair the shrine
but this would not satisfy Gandhiji. He insisted that the restoration and repairs must be done by Hindus and Sikhs
as an act of atonement.
*
Most important of all was the need for a change of heart. Fulfilment of the other conditions was not so
important as this. Leaders of the Hindu and the Sikh communities must reassure Gandhiji on this point so that he
would not have to fast again on such an issue.
“Let this be my last fast,” he said.
*
I assured Gandhiji that these points could be met. I came to the meeting at 2 p.m. and placed the conditions
before the audience. I told them that we had met to reassure Gandhiji and to request him to give up his fast. Mere
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resolutions would not move him, but if the people of Delhi wanted to save his life, the conditions he had laid
down must be fulfilled. I had come to find out if the people of Delhi would give him that assurance.
There were about 50,000 men and women present at the meeting. With one voice they shouted,
“We shall carry out Gandhiji’s wishes to the letter. We shall pledge our life and heart and shall not give him
any cause for distress.”
I was still speaking when various people copied out the conditions and began to secure signatures from the
audience. Before the meeting was over, thousands had signed the document. The Deputy Commissioner of Delhi
collected a group of Hindu and Sikh leaders and left for the shrine of Khwaja Qutubuddin to repair the damage.
Simultaneously, several societies working in Delhi took a public pledge that they would work in their own circles
for the fulfillment of Gandhiji’s conditions. In fact, they declared that they would take the responsibility for the
conditions being carried out. By the evening, I had received deputations from all parties and groups and from
every quarter of Delhi assuring me that they accepted Gandhiji’s conditions and urging me to request Gandhiji to
give up his fast.
Next morning, I called a meeting of representative leaders of Delhi. We came to the decision that they should
all go to Birla House and give their personal assurance to Gandhiji. I reached Birla House at about ten and told
Gandhiji that I was now fully satisfied that his object had been fulfilled. His fast had changed the hearts of
thousands and brought back to them the sense of justice and humanity. Thousands had now pledged themselves to
regard the maintenance of good relations among the communities as their first task. I appealed to Gandhiji to
accept the assurance and give up his fast.
Gandhiji was obviously pleased but he did not yet accede to our request. The day passed in discussion and
persuasion. He had lost strength and weight and was unable to sit up. He was lying flat in his bed but he listened
to every deputation which came and tried to assess how far there was a genuine change of heart. Finally he said
that he would give his reply the next morning.
We all assembled in his room next day at ten o’clock. Jawaharlal was already there. Among others who came
was Zahid Husain, the High Commissioner of Pakistan, who had asked for permission to see him. Gandhiji sent
for him and he joined the gathering, which included the whole Cabinet except Sardar Patel. Gandhiji made a sign
to indicate that those who wanted to repeat their pledge to him should do so. About 25 leaders of Delhi, including
all schools of political thought among Hindus and Sikhs came up one by one and vowed that they would faithfully
carry out the conditions laid down by Gandhiji. He then made a sign and the men and women of his circle started
to sing the Ramdhun. His granddaughter brought a glass of orange juice and he made a sign that she should hand
the glass to me. I held the glass to his lips and Gandhiji broke his fast.
After Gandhiji began his fast, Mr. Arthur Moore, formerly Editor of the Statesman, also began to fast in the
Imperial Hotel. The Hindu-Muslim riots had moved him deeply. He told me that if the troubles did not end, he
had also decided to fast unto death. He had been in India many years and adopted it as his country. As an Indian,
he regarded it as his duty to put a stop to the human misery and degradation which was taking place. Death, he
said, was preferable to the terrible tragedy which had overtaken India. I now sent him a message that Gandhiji had
broken his fast and that he should do the same.
Even after Gandhiji broke his fast, it took several days before he slowly regained his strength. Sardar Patel
returned from Bombay and went to see him. I was also present. Gandhiji’s greatness never shone more clearly
than on such occasions. He received Patel with great affection and kindness. There was not a trace of resentment
or anger in his mien. Patel was obviously uncomfortable and his behavior was still dry and formal. He was not
pleased with Gandhiji and did not approve of what Gandhiji had done in order to restore a sense of security
among the Muslims.
*
Sardar Patel was not alone in this attitude towards Gandhiji’s fast. In fact a group of Hindus had been bitter
against Gandhiji ever since he had started his peace move. Their resentment increased day-by day. They openly
condemned him for giving away what they called the legitimate interests of Hindus. This was no secret and was
widely known throughout the country. A section of Hindus under the leadership of the Mahasabha and the
Rashtriya Svayam Sevak Sangh went about saying openly that Gandhiji was helping Muslims against Hindus.
They organized opposition even to his prayer meetings, where, under Gandhiji’s instructions, verses from the
Qur’an and the Bible were read along with the Hindu scriptures. Some of the men organized an agitation against
his prayer meetings and said that they would not allow the recitation of verses from the Qur’an or the Bible.
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Pamphlets and handbills were distributed to this effect. People were also incited against Gandhiji by propaganda
that described him as the enemy of the Hindus. One pamphlet went so far as to say that if Gandhiji did not change
his ways, steps should be taken to neutralize him.
Gandhiji’s fast had further exasperated this group. They now decided to take action against him. Soon after he
resumed his prayer meetings, a bomb was thrown at him. Fortunately nobody was hurt, but people all over India
were shocked that anybody should raise his hand against Gandhiji. Police started their investigations and it
seemed very strange that they could not find out who planted the bomb and how they had succeeded in entering
the garden of Birla House. It was also strange that adequate steps were not taken even after this incident to protect
his life.
The attack made it clear that however small in number, there was a determined group that was trying to kill
Gandhiji. It was therefore natural to expect that the police and the C.I.D. of Delhi should take special measures for
Gandhiji’s protection. To our eternal shame and sorrow I have to say that the most elementary precautionary
measures were not taken even after this warning.
A few more days passed. As Gandhiji slowly regained his strength, he again started addressing the gathering
after the prayers were over. Thousands used to attend these prayers and he felt that it was one of the most effective
ways of carrying his message to the people.
On 30 January 1948, I went to Gandhiji at 2:30 p.m. There were several important things I had to discuss and I
sat with him for over an hour. I then returned home but at about 5:30 I suddenly remembered that there were some
important points on which I had not taken his advice. I went back to Birla House and to my surprise found that the
gates were closed. Thousands were standing on the lawn and the crowd had overflowed into the street. I could not
understand what was the matter, but they all made way when they saw my car.
I got down near the gate and walked up to the house. The doors of the house were also bolted. An inmate saw
me through the glass pane and came out to take me in. As I was entering, someone said in tears,
“Gandhiji has been shot and is lying senseless.”
The news was so shocking and unexpected that I could hardly comprehend the meaning of the words. I had a
dazed feeling and walked up to Gandhiji’s room. He was lying on the floor. His face was pale and his eyes were
closed. His two grandsons held his feet and were weeping. I heard as if in a dream,
“Gandhiji is dead.”
*
Gandhiji’s assassination marked the end of an era. I cannot to this day forget how miserably we had failed in
protecting the life of the greatest son of modern India. After the incident of the bomb, it was natural to expect that
the police and the C.I.D. of Delhi should take special precautions for his protection. If an attempt is made on the
life of even a common man, the police take special care. This is done even when threatening letters or pamphlets
are received. In Gandhiji’s case there were not only letters, pamphlets and public threats, but a bomb had actually
been thrown. It was the question of the life of the greatest personality of contemporary India and yet no effective
measures were taken.
It was not that such measures were difficult. The prayer meetings were not held in an open field, but on the
lawns of Birla House. This was a place surrounded on all sides by walls. Nobody could enter it except through the
gate. It was the easiest thing for the police to check people as they came in or went out.
After the tragedy it was clear from the evidence from the spectators that the murderer had entered in a most
suspicious way. His actions and words were such that the C.I.D. could and should have kept him under observation. If the police had taken any action, he could have been discovered and disarmed. He came with a revolver
without any check. When Gandhiji had reached the prayer meeting, he got up and accosted Gandhiji, saying
“You are late today.” Gandhiji replied,
“Yes.” Before he could say another word, the three shots were fired which put an end to his precious life.
There was naturally a wave of anger once the tragedy had taken place. Some people openly accused Sardar
Patel of inefficiency. Jaiprakash Narayan showed considerable courage in raising this issue. In the meeting which
was held in Delhi to express our sense of horror and sorrow at Gandhiji’s death, he said clearly that the Home
Minister of the Government of India could not escape the responsibility for this assassination. He demanded an
explanation from Sardar Patel as to why no special measures had been taken where there was open propaganda
inciting people to murder Gandhiji and a bomb had actually been thrown at him.
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Mr. Prafulla Chandra Ghosh of Calcutta raised the same issue. He also condemned the Government of India
for its failure to save Gandhiji’s life. He pointed out that Sardar Patel was reputed to be a strong and efficient
Home Minister. How could he then explain why no effort had been made for the saving of Gandhiji’s life?
Sardar Patel met these charges in his own characteristic way. He was no doubt deeply shocked, but he also
resented the way in which people were openly accusing him. When the Congress Parliamentary Party met, he said
that enemies of the Congress were trying to divide the organization by bringing these charges against him. He
reiterated his loyalty to Gandhiji and said that the party should not be affected by these charges but should stand
firm and undivided in the dangerous situation which had been created by Gandhiji’s death.
His appeal was not without effect. Many members of the Congress Party assured him that they would stand by
him.
Isolated incidents in various parts of the country showed how widely the poison of communalism had spread in
recent times. The country as a whole was overwhelmingly moved by the assassination, but in a few towns people
distributed sweets and held celebrations as a mark of joy. This was said specially of the towns of Gwalior and
Ujjain. I was shocked when I heard that in both these towns, sweets were openly distributed and that some people
had the impudence to rejoice publicly.
Their joy was however short-lived. The nation as a whole was overwhelmed with grief and the wrath of the
people turned against all who were supposed to be Gandhiji’s enemies. For two or three weeks after the tragedy,
the leaders of the Hindu Mahasabha or the R.S.S. could not come out and face the public. Dr. Shyama Prasad
Mookerjee was then President of the Hindu Mahasabha and a minister in the Union Government. He dared not
come out of his house and after some time resigned from the Mahasabha. Slowly however the situation improved
and after some time the people settled down.
Godse, the murderer, was prosecuted, but it took a long time to build up the case against him. The police took
several months to make enquiries as it appeared that there had been a far-flung conspiracy to murder Gandhiji.
The public reaction to Godse’s arrest offered an indication of how some Indians had been affected by the
communal poison. The vast majority of Indians condemned Godse and compared him to Judas, but some women
from respectable families sent him a sweater they had knitted for him.
There was also a movement for his release. His supporters did not openly defend his action. They said that
since Ghandji was a believer in non-violence, his murderer should not be executed. Telegrams were sent to
Jawaharlal and me that the execution of Godse would be against Gandhiji’s principles.
The law, however, took its own course, and the High Court confirmed his sentence. …
278.39 A Poem To Her Lover\fn{by “a young girl of the Durman clan” (1890s-after 1909) } Al-Jawf Region, Saudi
Arabia (F) ½
O thou who ridest a black she-camel which [travels] the gray quivering air
On the march and is worn out by no second rider,
*
In the first hours of the day keep her at an easy pace,
But at its end let pebbles and sand fly from her.
*
Cut for her a mihgan stick from the best almond tree
And tickle her with the longer prong under the tail.
*
A tent thou wilt reach, whose men’s compartment resembles an escarpment,
And before the tent of my beloved put off the saddle.
*
A cup of coffee thou wilt get to loosen thy spittle,
And for eight days the platter will be moist with fat.
*
How does thy leg fare, O shield of all animals that raise their tails?
When from the group of raiders he emerged all were afraid.
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*
Would that the evil thou hast met had been destined for cowards!
O Lord! take pity on my darling’s leg.
278.27 Five Poems\fn{by Nimr eben Adwan (second half of the 19th century- )} Al-Jawf Region, Saudi Arabia (M) 3½
1
O, merry youth! Fill the damaged pipe for us,
Fill it with tobacco from Rowr and give it here,
*
For dearer to me than the kisses of any full-hipped maid
Is that little bone which in a long night drives away slumber.
*
And, likewise, fill the pot into which cardamom, nutmeg,
And twenty fragrant stalks in the proper quantity are put.
*
Bring also a fat sheep, to hold which a caldron is put on the fire,
A sheep to be wrapped in a garment garnished with mouthfuls of grain.
*
Then with fat shine the mustaches of grave men,
Liberators of chattel-burdened camels found in the midst of fighting.
*
My comrades can parry well, their blows are not feints.
How many have already lost their heads through their deeds!
*
They consult not old women, nor are they engaged in selling butter;
They are not men who talk only of satisfying carnal passion.
*
O Lord! O Thou who causest plants to grow also for Druses!
Take not the silver to thyself, leaving the world nothing but worthless copper.
*
How many a calumny, causing pain when treasured up in the breast,
Will vanish, and yet it dwelt in the heart as if it were pure truth.
2
O thou who ridest a pure-bred camel of northern descent,
The top of whose back a stick will not reach,
*
A pure-bred, shy one, who from youth is often frightened
And who flies in spite of the check of the rein!
*
I climbed a high, steep pile of stones
And the tears of my eyes turned the pile to a pool.
*
I began to describe my sweetheart, who has blossomed out for me,
And I ask the poets why they do not mention her.
*
She has plaits as thick as twisted ropes
And a fringe as fine as a male ostrich’s feather.
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*
Her eyebrows are as though drawn by a pen filled with ink,
Her eyes, the eyes of a panther in wrath.
*
Her forehead, O people! is like the reflection of the new moon,
And her cheeks are like the lightning igniting rain clouds.
*
The bridge of her nose glistens like the blade of an Indian sword;
To pearls and corals her teeth I compare.
*
Oh, her spittle! Like viper-wine it is used,
For it heals one bitten by a snake as soon as he drinks of it.
*
Oh, the neck of my darling! like that of a gazelle
Or the white antelope which men hunt on horseback.
*
Her breasts are adorned by tattooing with gems precious and costly.
Which neither the wealth of Persia nor of Syria could buy.
*
Her breasts, they are apples—alas, for my loss that has bereft me of reason!—
A china cup set on a tray.
*
Her arms glisten as a silver pot,
And her little finger is a burnished gold stick.
*
How slender is she! I think not she has yet born children.
To a sprig of wild cherry I liken her, as it sways in the air.
*
O ye who hear this voice, have mercy on me!
O Moslems! will you not pity one dead?
*
Bring here my mistress, set her before me
And on my breast lay her when I die.
*
Oh, may he who reviles me have no kin,
Or become a captive seized by unbelievers.
3
Alas for my loss, O Akab’s mother, my loss!
Alas for her, who like a white gazelle used to walk all alone!
*
She never took part in the amusement of summer between the two camps,
And not once did a gallant dare to ask her to a tryst.
*
She never drew the knife with blacking around the edge of her eyelids,
And never raised her hand to threaten the neighbors.
*
I swear to Allah, oath upon oath I swear,
As well as by the life of him who spurned her,
*
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That as soon as she saw me wrathful she tried to appease me
As a kind mother tries to soothe her boy.
*
She came to me as a gift, not in exchange for animals of value,
She was the boast of the kin, for all who came praised her.
*
O Akab! that bliss of mine! thou hast buried her in Nimrin
By the impassable crags, O Akab! opposite the water.
*
Five of my sons died, O Akab! five, and my two brothers,
And none can say that my eyes had a sleepless night.
*
No one with grief filled me, O Akab! except the one who dwells—who knows where?
And whose body was scented with the fragrance of hezera.
*
Never did my heart prove faithless to my love, nor my eyes,
And whenever she whispered, my eye was as if with ophthalmia struck.
*
No matter if in two long rows come the Bedouins’ daughters, O Akab,
Thou little brother of mine! I would take none but Wazha alone.
4
This is my lament, the lament for Eben Rumi’s unhappy she-camel,
Who spread out her two front legs over the spot where her young was killed.
*
A brute with a club came a-running
And broke her ribs, instead of speaking to her kindly.
*
Ah! my little she-falcon has lost her way, and I shout and signal to her,
Wave a cloth, but all in vain.
*
Yesterday I climbed some great stone heaps on the hills,
But she has lost her way, and now my heart for her is grieving.
*
My heart, O son of Ablan! beckons to her;
As a plant in a stream bends, so it bends to her.
5
My pen filled with ink begins to move,
It moves over smooth paper, O my little heart!
*
Like a wolf I wail by day and night,
And like a deserted, toothless she-camel unable to rise from the camping ground I lament.
*
O Akab! I swear by him who limits our days
And who drew Noah’s ark from the seas:
*
If, O Akâb! they should gather all the maidens
From the mysterious Negd to the gate of Tunis and to Singar;
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*
If the daughters of Slejb on pure-bred asses should come,
Their cheeks tattooed with the needle in triangles;
*
If the Bedouins’ daughters were to come on young she-camels
And in litters adorning every she-camel of the inner desert;
*
If the daughters of the settlers were to come like princesses
Proud of their gaudy flower-like dresses;
*
If the Turks’ daughters in closed ranks should come
With dresses—be assured, O Akab!—made of costly stuff;
*
If the daughters of infidels and Christians should come
And should say to me, “O Nimr! poor fellow, come, take thy choice,”
*
I should choose her, who is ever before my eyes,
The beloved one for whom my reason has fled away.
*
The fragrance of her body is like the fragrance of costly spice
And between her lips thou wilt find hardal such as is used by the seller of strong drink.
*
She is clear white, pink, and bordered with red,
And her glory exceeds the beauty of Joseph.
*
No untruth I speak, nor is it a fable,
For, after all, I am no maker of stories.
*
He who will revile me must have less wisdom than a bull or she-ass,
For easier it is to persuade a bull which when bidden turns.
*
By Allah! I shall not find her even among the houris.
Therefore, to describe what has passed away is of no help.
*
By Allah himself! with her death my life is destroyed;
Hence wise is moderation for the sake of Allah, who knows all secrets.
278.31 On The Occasion Of War Between The Rwala And The Western Tribes (1902)\fn{by Mesan an-Nsejri of
the Al Muraz clan (second half of the 19th century- )} Al-Jawf Region, Saudi Arabia (M) 3
A noble falcon flew down from he very summit of high mountains
After his prey at which he pinted his five claws;
*
He dug his claws into fat shoulders
And pecked away till the entrails appeared.
*
O thou wild bird! O falcon, good luck and success to thee!
O thou who huntest the heroes of thine enemies!
*
He seized the Hweti with good reason and the Sararat, too,
And destroyed the desire for glory of those who live in defiles.
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*
Abu Tajeh had torn up many treaties
And for his treachery received this reward.
*
O Harb! hast thou not seen the herds plundered from the Nsejr?
Why, for sixty nights they sat demanding compensation.
*
And the Deran herds, marked with their tribal brand,
Thou, bearded one, didst refuse to return.
*
Treason is not a custom among heroes,
He who makes treason his emblem has his flag torn down;
*
Even if he were granted moist nights,
He would perish like the Nefud grass when its moisture dries up.
*
We are girt with stout ropes
By the power of Him who brings rain from the heavens,
*
Led by a lucky commander who stoops not to baseness
Nor craves a thing by others lost which he has found.
*
But such thou art not, O faithless traitor!
Who didst conceive a plan hard to execute.
*
Eben Grajjed, too, was at those meetings
He and all as-Safha men, accursed be their dead!
*
For neither the second nor the first default did we regard,
Nor did we stir, but the Htejm continued their rascal deeds.
*
By Allah! at last war began without further concealment;
May Allah bless the gray riders under whose hoofs lightning flashes!
*
The owners of Alja came upon you, attacking swiftly as lightning,
Came as a dark cloud, the gale of which snatches up everything.
*
When they form a line attacking on young mares
Thou wilt say they are fierce falcons swooping on kata birds.
*
Riders on horses and camels fast are advancing,
Following to a fight Eben Hazza whose honor is white,
*
The darling of every woman desiring another husband, whose beauty excels in the games,
And a heroine on the day when her goods are threatened by raiders.
*
Long may thy generous right hand live, O youth,
And may it leave thy slain foes to those who will lament them!
*
On the playground of horses he prepared for them beds
From which sounds as of sheep bleating come to thee.
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*
Ah, how sweet was their confusion as they ran on the borders of the volcanic grounds!
Some mourned, some sang ditties.
*
What these borrowers had plundered was brought back,
And the debt—according to the verdict—repaid with a full measure.
*
By more than a hundred slain as-Srejfi was avenged;
Their throats they cut until all were tired.
*
O wolf! O thou who howlest with thy mates in the desert!
Allah gave thee thy soul’s desire
*
On the day when a lame hyena might taste fresh meat,
And the shameless one cared not for the rest of its supper.
*
O ugly one! call the hungry wild beasts,
As long as the eyes of the wounded weep for their torments.
*
Perhaps thou wilt send out invitations for feasts and good news
And thou with thy sister wilt offer them a choice.
*
At the head Nawwaf’s father rode, protector of the weary,
Leader of a nest of noble falcons, of whom every one he raised is perfect.
*
He is like a falcon hunting in the time of the dew with open wings,
Catching the habari and throwing their entrails away.
*
He struck the enemy chief with a heavy fist
Till his sight vanished and his eye became blind.
*
Oh, who is to tell the Hrese tribe what is said of them?
For what was secret is as clear now as when the dew has dried.
*
O Ali! hast thou not received tidings from the north
Of a people attacking without declaring war?
*
Thy friendship is certain, but that of thy friends is to be scorned
And, as they did not return the honor, they will not meet with success.
*
Rmejh like a wolf commits tricks befitting a foe.
It is said he is fond of praying, and yet he defiles the ground whereon he prays.
*
A shameful sin it is, truly, that the Hkejsat should sell the pardoned foe
After three days. Oh, who has done this?
*
As to Abu Gabha, lord of the Mtejrat,
He is a man dressed in black tent cloth, bought by himself.
*
If thou askest about his face, it has few noble qualities,
It is colder than az-Zerka’ in the coolness of its water.
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*
Cursed be the father of those unfeeling faces,
For they are like a pregnant girl whose shame is visible.
*
They deserve to wear their sweethearts’ gowns;
Each to buy his own cloth and to sew a gown from it.
*
By thy father, the fate which the Hwetat met on that day
Washed away all filth from their stomachs with soap.
*
That day cured the pains of the sick bones,
And, no matter how ailing, every one was cured of his disease.
*
When they gossip of the battle, one will claim some deed and another will deny it,
But we will ask witness of the rocky surroundings of Kur al-Geranijjat.
*
We took vengeance on you for all that had happened;
Today you can besmear your beards with dung.
*
I sighted a company puffed up as if they would dictate,
And today they are like he-goats that have been gelded.
*
And finally, as to this poem, ye who ride on fleet-footed she-camels
To none of which a calf has yet clung,
*
Hand it to Abu Mansur with our greetings
On a sheet of paper, to gladden him who will read it.
*
How farest thou, our chief, after thy long absence?
Thou art our shield against a strong cold wind.
*
With thy bread a man supports life near Howmat
In that Nefud where so much raza grows.
*
Thou art the only source of gain, and poor are all the other trades.
May Allah let thy head live and take that of Abu Tajeh instead!
278.34 Written By A Man Hired For A Purpose Whose Advice Was Spurned\fn{ by Abdallah eben Sbejjel,
“lord of the oasis of Nefi” (second half of the 19th centry- ) } Al-Jawf Region, Saudi Arabia (M) 2½
O thou who ridest from us at the head of stubborn she-camels
Hailing from she-camels of the best breed,
*
Daughters of a pure-blooded sire destined by the Sararat for breeding,
Which every Bedouin musters in the riding troop.
*
Thighs they have as if cut away, rounded hips;
Level are their necks, their shoulders muscular,
*
The shoulder blades gray; below their belts they have white spots;
Herdsmen have not yet made sharp clamps from dry stalks for their teats;
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*
At saddling they remain quiet; they hasten on the march,
Carry their ears high, and their eyes keep sharp lookout.
*
In the time of rabi they graze in the Kabsan ridge, by Bedouins desired,
Surely as soon as the at-Twejbe star rises,
*
And if the rain of at-Twejbe moistens well the depression between its two scorched hillsides
They eat of such blossoms as in no other valley are found.
*
We can use our rights over them, for their right (to rest) has already passed,
And we can ride through defiles and far lands.
*
In the morning they will depart from the lord of the settlement of Nefi
Like dark-brown ostriches madly speeding over a gravel plain.
*
In the mid-afternoon in the house of Eben Askar
The female riding camels throng, frightened by the dark gardens of the oasis.
*
Manners worthy of praise has Eben Hasan.
As his name Abdallah alone rightly shows.
*
On trays of straw are big platters heaped up with food,
To which he adds fat tails of sterile sheep and adds still more.
*
In the morning they bring the frightened camels, and
Because of the settlement’s brick walls they are beaten.
*
Yesterday has made them empty, and sunken in are their loins
Like arches bent by an artisan.
*
At the start of the march they let one after another speed on
And graze on low hills and gravel plains.
*
At supper time they see tents
Looking like land covered with lava, and then the stamping of hoofs is heard opposite.
*
Inquire for ar-Ruhman; the report will not deceive thee,
For it would take a stout camel to bear the load of true reports of him.
*
If he be not there, inquire for them who fight against the Elwa,
Amongst whom nothing but the clashing of spears resounds.
*
The sabers of the Dowan kin feed on all skulls,
Whether they be hungry or not.
*
Or ask for him who, even when the guests are still afar, slays a sheep,
For Fejhan eben Zaed, who so dearly loves to fight the Bedouins.
*
Say to him: “Thou hast offered me female riding camels which came without saddle,
Both their price and number thou well knowest.”
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*
When they reached us, joy filled our breasts,
And we spent that night as a festival.
*
When they arrived, tips were paid and
The cost cast up, and a dealer with woolen bags, thirsting for gain, appeared.
*
Saddles, saddlebags, and water bags for the she-camels were wanting; also arms.
Greedy the riders were, needing no invitation.
*
Flexible rattans they held
And stood without taking a seat.
*
Their desires I reported to the telegraphist, who tapped his wires at once and
Announced it north, east, south, and then gave me the answer.
*
A few reals I had to pay the telegraph clerk,
Although he received a report from no settlement.
*
Of the she-camels I dismissed one half, for they were galled and worn out,
While the other half shook with fever.
*
So I went up to Negd to the chiefs and semi-Bedouins,
And whoever saw me in that state said: “Stay,
*
O stupid one! walk not by a way desired by none,
For thy life will not return shouldst thou once lose it.”
*
Thou wouldst declare me unable to face trouble
And wouldst place me amidst the strife of defenders and opponents.
*
Thy lie must bow its head, O thou who in safety takest thy ease!
Thy words those who suspect me may have believed.
*
Renowned was my heart long before thine,
For I am not like thee, thou baldhead.
*
Him that has once been oppressed no hints will help,
Just as the few drops in the bag of those who go for water will not suffice for the thirsty.
*
He who by love is disturbed is given to lies, for Iblis is not yet dead—
Seek thy sweetheart in the camp and beyond it.
*
There are nine tents between thee and thy sweetheart,
By the well and on a plain.
*
I think thou wilt see her among the darlings;
From the place where the flock rests look towards the curtain which protects from the wind and towards
the three stones on which the kettle is placed.
*
Shouldst thou not see her, she must be with those hiding in the corner
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And surely will hear thee if thou wilt call her.
*
Thine own view thou hast of it, others see it differently,
For no valley would allow its creek to vanish into another vale.
*
If thou desirest to go to her, let the men be watched,
For I fear that some of those idlers will hear of thee.
*
Take not the world so lightly or as thy fancy dictates,
For he who carries a pouch of cold water will destroy thee.
*
Despise not men, for thou mightst need them!
If thou obeyest me, thy brother, let my will guide thee.
*
Be not seduced by thy desires, for Iblis is not yet dead—
See, thy sweetheart is forbidden to the highborn.
*
If only he would be satisfied with one of his kindred, so beautiful and charming!
If not, cursed be the damned seducer of Allah’s servants!
*
Put thyself under the protection of him who knows all secrets
And let not Iblis lead thee on the road of sin.
*
A chief like thee does not seek his own ruin,
And beauties thou wilt find with the Elwa, the Bedouins nearest to thee.
*
Shun all stories and infamous reports
And such ways avoid, as our ancestors did not follow.
278.36 Four Poems\fn{by Prince an-Nuri eben Hazza eben Salan (second half of the 19th century- ) } Al-Jawf Region,
Saudi Arabia (M) 2½
1
Arise, prepare a cup of coffee as I would have it, O Id!
In pots like to black and fattened geese.
*
Roast and adorn it even as I desire
And let the mortar approach, which awakens the drowsy people,
*
At whose sound they will come who are idling at home,
The people who say: “Peace! may He strengthen you, and greeting!”
*
Spice it with nine grains of cardamom and add
Saffron. When it has settled in beautiful cups
*
On a decorated plate, then give it to the heroes,
And return with it unto him who is a shield to the fugitive,
*
He who drenches his spear in battles
For the eyes of her whose tresses reach below her waist,
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*
The daughter of chiefs, who stain their steel weapons,
Whom their adversaries fear, even though they tarry afar off,
*
And of them none looks around again, if they set off at a trot on their camels;
Of so many leaders do the bones decay through their deeds!
*
If they set off at a gallop, they sate the eagle and the wolf,
And even the hyena which roves about in hunger.
*
Pour out once more for him who, if there come to him, returning from a raid,
The flower of youth with camels thin and worn,
*
Moves yet his brows with mirth, especially if heroes arrive,
He who acts quite otherwise than some feigning liar; Oh, may he be afar off.
2
O Gwad, while looking for my goat I grew weary;
Alas, of my goat there is no news.
*
Ended are my inquiries, and still I search and promise reward,
But no one at the junction of the two creeks has spoken of it.
*
I ran up to the lookout, glancing all about me,
So that even the tents hidden by the trees I saw.
*
Then I remembered my darling and groaned;
Groaned for her till under my ribs my heart writhed with pain.
*
I did not succeed in drinking my fill from her eight teeth,
Therefore my eyes will not cease to wake.
*
I lamented and still lament, as one who lives bewails one dead,
Or as he groans whose shin bone is broken and whom no one can cure.
3
My every purpose I begin by remembering Allah,
The good Lord who knows all things, even the hidden.
*
O thou who ridest a bay she-camel not yet five years old!
A thoroughbred, fleet of foot, of the Sararat female riding camels,
*
For whom no buyer has yet offered a hundred other camels,
Who has never knelt for a load, being well cared for;
*
In rabi time she grazes on the borders of the healthful Negd
Eating blossoms of many plants, such as tender roses;
*
She carries a saddle with a fine cushion upon which to rest the foot,
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And her pied ribbons are of purest silk.
*
Out from the tent she rode carrying the latest news
Of the chief who burdens himself with heavy loads,
*
From the tent of Abu Nawwâf, that wolf of a picked troop,
The shield of those who gather there and whose booty of alms consists.
*
Mounting her is a hero who fears not vast deserts,
Who is to carry word to countries far distant.
*
If thou reachest such countries,
With glad tidings begin and our greetings add.
*
Say: “From you a hunting falcon with a firm resolve came,
Like the star Canopus, which cannot be hidden.”
*
Countries both settled and desert he explored
With mind acute, of distress unafraid.
*
Chief Musa, of whom are none but glad tidings,
Over ancient events holds sway.
*
To another like him no chaste beauty ever gave birth
And of all Bedouin chiefs none equals him.
*
A ruler he is, vizier, all things knowing,
And none is his equal except, perhaps, Abu Zejd the fabulous.
*
What fair examples his generous hand gives,
Like one who spends and fears no losses.
*
With smiling mouth, of will indomitable,
He excels all consuls, can offer advice in the hardest cases.
*
A reckless lion he, with only contempt for rascals;
Armor stout he has which the oppressed would desire for themselves.
*
If the Lord helps and his aim succeeds
He will return to you with tidings important,
*
With reports of Bedouins, the dwellers in the settlements and nomads, too, who breed goats and sheep,
Of the lands of the Rwala and Fedan and the Amarat land
*
Of the regions of Negd, of valleys vast,
Of the Sawwan country and the land of the Hwetat.
*
By these deeds he has gained for himself
A treasure of fame and a sea of knowledge and noble qualities.”
4
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O Sadun, may thy gray hair burn,
Thou hast betrayed both treaty and letters.
*
Eben Meglad, whose shame is seen plainly,
Has taken up with villainy and abandoned honesty.
*
They met with defeat at sunset.
Two thousand of their slain and wounded
*
Remained lying before the face of a horror-stricken troop.
Their galloping horses will satiate wolves.
*
From al-Basra to Egypt and the land of the Atejbe
Sing of this defeat, ye, who drive old camels.
278.39b Ah, That Man Of Mine\fn{by the wife of Eben Arug, “chief of the Beni Lam” (second half of the 19 th
century- )} Al-Jawf Region, Saudi Arabia (F) ½
Though like him in figure and in every motion,
Yet his bearing is not the bearing of him who in so many virtues abounded.
*
Would that he had not left me! Ah, that man of mine! Whoever met him will testify
How many choice wethers and barren she-camels he has killed for his guests!
*
Would that he had not left me! Ah, that man of mine! His right hand poured out for the guests melted butter,
When years of want came upon us.
*
Would that he had not left me! Ah, that man of mine! Whenever I say that I will forget him,
Then, lo! the barren female riding camel calls him to my mind.
*
Would that he had not left me! Ah, that man of mine! Were he here, the female riding camels would not have been
ruttish,
For they only nodded their heads even in the greatest heat of the day.
*
Would that he had not left me! Oh, that man of mine! There is no watering place from which he has not drunk,
And how many clans has he not robbed of their best herds!
*
Would that he had not left me! Oh, that man of mine! The camp resounds with songs of him,
For his deeds are the bravest among the raiders.
*
Would that he had not left me! Oh, that man of mine! Here and there he dwelt, until
He was killed by rifles fired with a twisted fuse.
272.122 1. Untitled Poem 2. Untitled Poem\fn{by Bakhut al-Mariyah (before the 1950s- )} the Saudi Arabian desert (F)
½
1
The longing of my heart is the hum of a black-wheeled Mack
The driver shifts gears and leaves a trail.
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Climbing the grade, he double-shifts.
Descending, he lets it rest until the end.
My desire is neither a driver nor a boss,
But rather the one who sees lightning
And sets out to graze.
A boy’s family settled at the banks of a stream
Lined with athel trees,
Its water good for camels, but not for the one who tended them.
My moan is that of a she-camel whose calf
Has been slaughtered.
She ascends to the lookout, reunited with the herd,
Then returns to search for her lost calf.
2
My longing for a tent
After an adobe house.
My longing to see
Scattered herds of white camels.
My longing to accompany
A just-departed motor.
My longing to gaze
On the plain behind the mountain.
When Bedouin nomads
Disperse to desert camps,
The absent beloved
Will not be remembered.
272.123c 1. Untitled Poem\fn{by “‘Alya’ from the tribe of ‘Utaybah” (before the 1950s- )} the Saudi Arabian desert (F) ½
Last night I stayed up till the moom fell down
My eyes held vigil while the tribes were sleeping
I heard the sound of the water wheel before sunrise:
The rising voice of water gushing over wood.
*
To the desert! Away from this oasis town!
I long to embark, to make camp among my ancestors
Whose herds, when lightning flashes, rush
Toward the highland well like parched wild beasts!
*
In the evening they call on fat sheep with sharp blades
Inviting each to dangle from a tent’s centrepost
Then fire up the lamps, blazing paths between tents
As sharp-ringing pestles increase in their clamour.
*
The crowd of visitors swells as night waxes,
Yet they always find space for a late-arriving guest.
*
I remember them on the first day of a summer’s going
At the highland well encircled by thirsty throngs.
If we don’t return to them, and rain falls,
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Bury me beside the desert of Nafud.
*
O eyes, shed your tears, let them flow
After Abu Mazir, and forget the others.
He welcomes whole crowds, offers wise counsel,
Never wishes harm on a companion
Or skimps with his fistful of coffee beans.
*
For guests he offers the best of his herd.
1920
30.236 Auntie Kadarjan\fn{by Ahmad al-Sibai (1905-1983)} Makkah, Makkah Province, Saudi Arabia (M) 2
Her name wasn’t Kadarjan,\fn{ A note reads: Kadarjan is a nickname meaning “a person of great sorrow,” kadar meaning
that was a nickname. You’ll pity her when you understand how it superseded her real name
until nobody ever called her anything else.
Although she was over fifty according to some of her women neighbors, others were convinced that she was
older than Amm Idrus, the itinerant saffron hawker. Idrus himself was sure of this. He would say:
“She was wearing a head covering\fn{A note reads: A girl begins to wear a head covering just before or around puberty .}
when I was a child attending the Mughraby Qur’an School near her mother’s house.”
His opinion was that she was only two or three years short of sixty.
Auntie Kadarjan, however, wasn’t concerned about all that. She thought that reckoning the years was an unnecessary fuss. She would easily say that she remembered the year of the great flood,\fn{ A note reads: A flood which took
“sorrow” or “spleen.”}

place in Makkah in the nineteenth century. The last grreat flood appeaers to have been in 1950, when the courtyard of the Great Mosque
was flooded to a depth of seven feet .} that she had seen the elephant in Makkah and had attended the wedding of the
Sharif\fn{A note reads: This is probably a reference to a nineteenth-century ruler of Makkah, the Sharif Abdallah ibn Muhammad ibn
Awn, who ruled for around twenty years, ending with his death in 1877. He is reputed to have had a great wedding and to have brought an
elephant to Makkah.} when she was young. When she was told that there were years and years between these events

she replied with smiling face:
“Get off my back! I like peace and quiet, this fuss makes my head ache.”
She considered herself not much over thirty bar a few years, she’d forgotten how many. She would say this
with absolute certainty, assuring you about it as she walked proudly in her neat dress and hairdo between the
vestibule of the large central hall she lived in and the door of the small room or niche that she had made into a
kitchen, her wooden clogs slapping against her feet as she strutted with the coquetry of a twenty-year-old girl.
We boys used to play hide-and-seek those days in the nooks and corners of our alley. Being her pampered
favourite, I would refuse—when the game reached fever pitch—to hide anywhere but in her house. When she saw
me rushing to her out of breath she would think I was frightened of someone chasing me to beat me up. She
would then point to the couch in the front of the hall so that I could hide under it behind the fringe. Having
recovered my courage I’d creep out on hands and knees. But when she caught sight of me, she’d stand in front of
me to stop me leaving.
“How many times have I told you, boy, not to let the children gang up on you? They are naughty and you are
little.”
In her simplicity she could not comprehend that it was all a game, and that whoever was the seeker had to
discover the hiding-place of one of the others to make him take his turn as seeker.
I used to notice that Auntie Kadarjan took great care of her kohl jar. Next to the kohl jar she kept a small box
that I would often see her reaching for. From it she’d take something that she'd rub between her hands, then cover
her face with. What she was doing didn’t mean anything to me.
Many times I saw her sitting down at the low tea table. When she was finished she would remove the tray and
cups, and prop up a mirror in their place. Then, picking up the scissors, she would go over her hair, plucking out a
snow-white hair here and there. As she attached no great importance to me as a child, she would ask me to help
her by examining her hair. Whenever I came upon a white hair she would thrust in the scissors to remove it, I used
to tell my mother about this of an evening in the company of her women neighbors. They would laugh, wink at
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each other, and one of them might give a deep sigh:
“Poor soul!” she’d say.
Sucking in their lips, they’d agree she was indeed a poor soul.
I could not get the point of this “poor soul” business or of their lamenting comments on Auntie Kadarjan. It
seemed to me that she was kinder and more affectionate than any of her neighbors, including my mother. I
perceived in her concern for herself and for people in general, a quality which I did not find in the neighbors
whose houses I visited. Her dwelling, despite its smallness, was so clean that it attracted attention. The back rests
of the couch upon which she received her guests were bedecked with shiny gold and silver spangles, while the
cushions in the middle of the couch were embroidered with trees gleaming with lapis lazuli and yellow lights.
Along the border was a line of Arabic script that appealed to me although I could only manage to read the word
Ah amongst the syllables on it.
She did her housework decked in her best, wearing a long robe of delicate diaphanous material, her hair
fastened by a comb sparkling with gems. As for the slippers she swayed about in so proudly, they looked as new
as if she had put them on that very day.
When she was doing her housework I noticed her actions were more graceful than I was used to seeing in our
house or those of our neighbors. She picked things up daintily with her fingertips. When I reported this to my
mother and her neighbours, I was startled by their expressing pity for Auntie Kadarjan. Sucking in their lips they
repeated:
“Poor soul, my boy—good heavens, you don’t say!”
I don’t remember if, at that artless age, anything about Auntie Kadarjan preoccupied me more than the attempt
to reconcile her elegant way of life, which made her shine in my childish eyes, with the pity that I observed in the
eyes of my mother and her neighbors every time she was mentioned.
Many weary years passed, in the course of which my mother died, followed by most of her neighbors, leaving
me no longer a child. As I kept myself away from Auntie Kadarjan’s hall, the scene of my childhood games, I
heard no more of her. Then news reached me one day that she had lost her mind and had been moved to the home
of one of her relatives, where she died not long after.
The final word about her came from an old woman, the last remaining of my mother’s neighbors. I entreated
the old lady to tell me the story of Auntie Kadarjan over whom they used to grieve and lament in spite of her
elegant way of life. Thus I came to understand much that had been inexplicable to me.
*
Auntie Kadarjan grew up in her father’s care, a slim, extremely beautiful young girl. Because she had lost her
mother when she was a baby at the breast, she lived with him in his big house alone. After losing her sister when
she was an adolescent, there was no one left in the family but her and her father, all of whose needs she looked
after. He in turn spoiled her, granting her every wish.
The father, a wealthy landowner, was advanced in years. When she reached the age of puberty, her face radiant
with the captivating bloom of youth, he was living with her in a mansion, one of his properties.
Despite the father refusing to let her marry on the plea that she was his only child, all he had to look after him
in his old age, requests for her hand increased. But those who understood the underlying reasons for his attitude
knew that he dreaded having a stranger get hold of his property. The young girl lived in her father’s house looking
after his needs. In time death overtook him while she was still in the bloom of youth. The days of mourning\fn{ W
says this period of time varies between three days, for a distant relative, to four months and ten days for a member of the immediate
family:H} were scarcely ended when her cousin on her father’s side asked for her hand. Following her father’s

death he had assumed the position of her guardian.
She refused his offer because he had children of her own age. When he insisted, she stuck stubbornly to her
refusal. He repaid her with the same obstinacy, refusing, in his role of guardian, anyone who sought to become
engaged to her. To each of her suitors he would invent some defect in her upon which to base his refusal, until in
the end he condemned her to living the rest of her life as a spinster.
Her livelihood was guaranteed by the share that fell to her from her father’s property. Nevertheless, hers was
an empty life, spent waiting, as all young girls do, for something to fill her heart, and dreaming of a knight on a
white charger, even in her waking hours.
Her time of waiting having stretched out fruitlessly, the mansion she lived in became too large for her cruel
solitude. Having moved some of her furniture to the hall on the ground floor, she put the rest of the house up for
lease. There she lived, choking on the bitter dregs of her solitary existence.
Time passed. One morning she was awakened by a knock on the door. It turned out to be guests from
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Indonesia\fn{Over 85% of the population of Indonesia professes to believe in Islam .} who were making their Hajj that year—a
man and two women carrying a message from some relatives of her father. Wearing a thin veil as was the custom
of Makkan women when receiving pilgrims, she welcomed them, trusting in their sincerity as pilgrims. After they
had drunk a hospitable cup of coffee, she became aware of the young man furtively stealing longing glances at
her. She did not set too much store by that, although it gratified her to surprise him by letting her glance rest on
his lidded eyes for a second or two.
Only a few hours after the guests had taken their leave there was a knock on the door. This time it was
Shaikhat al-Hujjaj that she welcomed. She had come to convey her guests’ desire to ask for her hand in marriage
to their son, the young man who had accompanied them on their visit some hours before.
This met with the girl’s fancy. They went into details but they led, inevitably, to the question of her cousin, her
guardian, who tried every means he could think of to prevent her marrying. But the Shaikha was a sharp old lady.
As she was saying goodbye, she exclaimed encouragingly:
“Look, my daughter, after the Hajj the boy will return home with his mother and sister and obtain permission
from his father, and get whatever he can from him for a dowry and other expenses. His father wants him to study
here, get married and settle down. Don’t ask your cousin’s permission. You aren’t a youngster. Run off secretly,
the two of you, to the judge; he’ll tie the knot, since you are willing and aren’t under age, eh? We’re agreed.”
“Whatever you say!”
“It’s settled, then?”
“As you say! You are just like a mother to me.”
The season of the Hajj was over. The last boat to Indonesia set sail, taking them back to their country. She
spent the new year counting the months, for she got no rest from her taut nerves.
“It’s the chance of a lifetime! I’m not going to let it slip through my fingers. The bridal dowry doesn’t matter
to me, be it large or small. What a wonderful woman the Shaikha is! How marvelous her ideas! The day he
knocks on my door I’ll tell him of my resolve, and go with him to the judge. What a joy to find someone to kill
the emptiness in my house after all these years. May God have mercy on you, father! While you lived you chained
me to your wishes. Afterwards you abandoned me to this bitter solitude and allowed that despicable nephew of
yours to use me for his own advantage and put new locks on the chain. I’ll break that chain no matter how strong
it may be. So come, come, my soul’s companion. Would to God you could hear me!”
But he did not hear her, it seems. In the new year the first ship carrying Indonesians landed at Jeddah. After
that the boats arrived in succession without her hearing anything from him. The pilgrim season ended, followed
by another and another, leaving our girl still waiting and hoping.
She tried to find out what the Shaikha thought was keeping him away. But where was the Shaikha? Her visit
had been like some strange dream. She never returned. On the day of her visit, in her great astonishment she had
neglected to learn the Shaikha’s name and address. She still kept on hoping, however.
Year after year she lived on in these expectations. Meanwhile, middle age crept over her comely face, leaving
its tracks on her wrinkled cheeks. Despite that she refused to acknowledge her advancing years. She went on
living in a daydream, expecting her lover when any commotion echoed through the long alley, and listening to
every knock, even if it were on her neighbors’ doors, lest he should have lost his way to her door. For this reason
she was always decked in her best while doing her housework, picking everything up with her fingertips, with the
gracefulness of a bride on her wedding night.
Her neighbors were amused by the trouble she took in making herself so neat and trim at inappropriate times,
in dresses so unsuitable to one of her age. Those who know how tribulation can affect the personality lamented
her state, laying blame on her father who had made her a target for this kind of delusion.
In the eyes of the old women, however, her odd conduct made her a laughing-stock. Therefore they called her
“Auntie Kadarjan.”
9.6 The Violets\fn{by Ghalib Hamzah Abu al-Faraj (1932-

)} Al-Madinah

Province, Saudi Arabia (M) 3

The violets were wilting under the hot August rays. It seemed a more severe August than last year’s. Only the
tall palms in the garden kept their greenness despite the heavy heat.
He was waiting impatiently among the trees for the return of his daughter. Soha, or Doctor Soha as he liked to
call her, had given herself totally to her work since she had earned her M.D. and her specialization. She was a
gynecologist at the University Medical Hospital in Jeddah.
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He always had worried when she was late, but in the years since his wife’s death he had become even more
afraid when she was delayed. It was not just because she was his only child, but also because she exerted so much
effort for her patients. Such a gentle lady was not supposed to be able to do that.
When he heard the bell he rushed to open the door, not waiting for his servant, to meet her with a smile.
“What are you doing here, Daddy?” she asked him.
“Waiting for your return, as usual.”
“But I am twenty-four! You should be confident of my well-being. Often my work keeps me there late.”
“Even so, I still will wait, until that day when Samir comes back from his studies and makes you his wife.”
Soha took his hand and entered the hallway of the villa.
“Believe me, my father, my heart is telling me that I will not be married to that cousin.” Surprised, he turned
toward her and asked,
“Why do you say that?”
“My heart tells me so. Especially since I was granted my degrees while he failed his studies.”
“But he loves you.”
“He might love me, but I know Samir better than you do. Even if he is my cousin, he is selfish in his thinking
and looks at life only through his own perspective.”
“But how do you know that?”
“He has shown me himself. He tried many times to talk me out of continuing my studies. We talked a lot about
that. He doesn’t want an educated wife, a wife with a profession or a dedication outside the home. I told him that
I’d wait for him, to fulfill my mother’s promise, for you know how much Mother loved his mother. But I also told
him that he did not have to keep the promise if he found somebody more suitable for him. Or found himself
unable to continue his studies. And now five years have passed and he is still in America, and still doesn’t have
his M.S. in engineering, and all his friends have come back successfully.” Then she was silent.
“And what else?” he asked softly.
“There is another thing that I did not want to mention, but I will. When Thurayya came back from visiting her
brother in Houston, she told me that she learned a lot of things about Samir. He became friends with a Swedish
student, and everybody there knew their love story. How many months have passed since I or you received any
letters from him? Isn’t that proof that he has forgotten, or is trying to forget? I’m as loyal as I must be to the
promise my mother made to her sister, but I just wish he would get his degree and come back. Alone or with her.
I’m not afraid of being at a loss.”
“Would you agree if he asked your hand?”
“No,” she said emphatically, “not willingly. But we have to put our hearts aside sometimes. At least our society believes in getting used to each other as the way to love. We’re not like the Americans and Europeans who
choose their own. So I don’t worry about Samir. If I worry, it is only about my patients.”
She went to her room and he returned to the garden, where the violets were wilting in the sun.
*
When would his heart be able to relax? He treasured every memory of his years with his daughter, who so
reminded him of his wife; he treasured every day of her life in his home now; yet he wanted her to marry. He
wanted the promise fulfilled. Yet Samir … ah, but man’s life is like a book of blank pages written by the pen of
fate in a strangely perfect way that surprises even those who have experienced many years.
His memories gathered in front of him. He tried to get a sense for his place in this world after his wife’s death
left him with their little daughter whose childhood filled his life as he tried to make her happy.
He had helped her to fulfill her goals. Allah had given him money, a special status that made it his duty to give.
Though he had lost the gentle companionship of his wife, he still felt her presence. Her soul lived with him. He
had not seen her before their wedding, for tradition did not allow such a premature meeting, but from the moment
he saw her he loved her. Everything came according to his desire. He compared the days of his marriage to the
present time, when it had become the right of the bride and groom to see each other before the wedding—and
even before consenting to marriage. In his day, the mere request was an unforgivable insult to one’s parents, to the
girl’s family, to all involved in making the match, to all propriety.\fn{ Because it would have suggested that in some way the
girl’s immediate—and by implication, extended—family was unfit to raise a daughter properly .}
His brother’s marriage to his wife’s sister became the crown of their family happiness through which the
family lived its most beautiful years, until that time when his wife began to lose her strength and wilt like the
violets under the hot August sun. He had tried every way to save her. That last night she had opened her eyes with
a smile and begun to talk about her life with him. She spoke of her happiest memories, and of their daughter Soha.
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She asked him what he would do for her.
“Cherish her. Care for her in every way.”
“I’ll not ask you not to remarry, for I know that it would be unfair to ask that,” she said. “Remarry if you wish,
after Soha is old enough to marry. She shouldn’t have to suffer a stepmother.”\fn{ Who would be naturally jealous of her
primacy in the affections of the stepmother’s husband.}
He promised.
That was twelve years ago, and he was still at his daughter’s side taking loving care of her. He knew that Soha
felt the sacrifice of his single-minded devotion to her.
Everybody in the family knew that Soha was for Samir, as they watched them grow up together.
But Soha was very different from Samir. She was brilliant, and a hard worker. She would be one of the great
future physicians in Jeddah. Soha was right: Samir was an indifferent student, satisfied to take his time in his
studies and to depend on his father’s income. He might never be able to take care of a family responsibly. He
might never learn to cherish Soha’s competence.
If the ideas of the young and the old are always different, he thought, it is not because the facts of life differ
from one generation to another, but because of the way the generations view them. Soha looked gentle and spoke
gently, but she had a determined mind that knew how to plan her future independently. She had decided not to tie
herself to Samir. That was her opinion, and he knew that what Soha decided was not something that could be
negotiated. Though she was her father’s only child, and perhaps a bit spoiled, she still had an excellent mind that
enabled her to differentiate between what was good and what was bad. She had judgment.
When would serenity come? They said that fathers must live always under tension, always looking for rest. His
rest would be in seeing his daughter married, settled. But was there a man who deserved her?
“Of course, Daddy.”
He turned and saw Soha standing behind him.
“Are you reading my mind?” he asked gently. Soha laughed and said,
“I’ve been watching you for the last ten minutes, observing your worry and reading every word you whispered
to yourself. Many strings draw me toward you. Your thoughts were flying over more than one garden until you
arrived to your question. There are many who deserve Soha, and whom she deserves. Your daughter is one who
knows how to choose, when she sees that the time is right to choose. So do not be sad, Daddy. Look at my face
and realize how good I am! After all, I’m the daughter of a noble man who knows how to plant virtues in his
daughter!”
She was silent, and her hands reached out to surround him in an embrace that reminded him of his wife, whenever he surprised her with a gift or a compliment. He smiled delightedly and began to sing a children’s song, as if
Soha were still a baby. Soha played the role of child with him willingly. Then he looked into her face and said,
“I think you want to say things that you have not yet said.” She nodded.
“It is not yet time to tell you all I want to say, but be sure I will listen to your opinion when it is time. As you
know, I am waiting for him whom my mother chose with my consent. When he returns, I shall find myself free of
her promise, because I’m sure he won’t return alone.”
“But how sure are you of what you’re saying?”
“Do you know, my father, that I have been happier since I thought I might be released from my mother’s
promise to her sister. My cousin gave me that happiness without realizing it.”
“Is there somebody else, then?’
“Not yet. I’m very busy in my work, and that’s the truth. Still, I’m waiting for the knight of my dreams. Do not
worry! He will appear at the right time, and the criteria for “marriageable age” and “spinster” are changing. I
don’t have to hurry. I won’t stay unmarried forever.”
They laughed, and she went to her room to prepare herself to visit a friend. He stared at the horizon. It was true
that Soha had achieved her professional position, but all professional positions were very small in his eyes. He
saw her in her white wedding dress walking among the women guests, and saw a smile of satisfaction appear on
her mother’s radiant face.
Pity those parents who think that when their children are grown they can relax! he thought. They are very much
mistaken, for the problems with one’s children only grow bigger as the children grow.
He went to his room and examined his face in the mirror. Wrinkles around his eyes pointed to his years. He
sighed and thought deeply of the future. He longed to see grandchildren playing in front of his eyes as Soha had
played.
The telephone rang. It was his brother’s voice, in tones of chagrin.
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“Do you believe it? The traitor has come back!”
“Who?”
“My son and yours,” his brother said.
“That is happy news! He has returned after a long absence!”
“I wish he hadn’t.”
“Why?”
“He didn’t come alone.”
“Who is with him?”
“A woman from America whom he calls his wife—and two children.”
“But be happy, Brother!”
“What about the promise between our wives?”
“It is no longer binding, so do not worry.” His brother was very surprised.
“Are you not angry, as I am, then?”
“No, and neither is Soha. She already knows everything.”
“But why did you and she not tell me?”
“We left that for the right day, and it is today. And now you know everything, so receive your son in joy, and
your daughter, and your grandchildren. But tell me—”
“What?”
“The most important thing. Did he finish his studies?”
“He says he wants to go on to his Ph.D,” his brother said. “Of that I’m proud.”
“Oh. I see that a little differently. One who has taken all these years for the M.S. might not yet be worthy to
pursue the Ph.D without working for a while. But I’m sure you will know what’s best.”
“Soha and you, will you come over to see us?”
“We shall, but Soha is out right now. When she comes back, we will agree on a time.”
“Until then, then!”
He put the receiver down quietly and stared at the horizon. Soha was now free of her mother’s promise. She
had not insisted on freeing herself, though she did not want to marry him. Fate gives both what one craves and
what one dreads; Soha was both wise and fortunate.
He looked at the violets and found that in the evening’s cool sea breeze their wilted leaves were reviving.
117.78 Take Me With You\fn{by Naja, or Najat Khayyat (1944-

)}

Jeddah, Makkah Province, Saudi Arabia (F) 3

“Take me with you. I can’t bear life without you, take me with you, love. Don’t leave me here for loneliness to
eat me and fuel my doubts.” But Maher snuffed the last hope on her lips and whispered,
“Love, calm down. I’ll be back soon.”
But a tear gave him away as it wandered down his cheek. He tried to control his emotions by forcing words
through his mouth:
“The hot sun and sand storms would make life very harsh for you in a tent with nothing to protect it in the
desert.” Suha interrupted him:
“I would go anywhere with you. All I care about is being with you, to feel your presence by your voice, your
motion, your smell. The rough desert life will not seem so harsh when I’m with you. The drops of sweat on your
brow will call my hand to wipe them. Your burning thirst will await a glass of cold lemonade that I’ll prepare for
you. These small things will fill my mind so I’ll feel nothing but my need for you and yours for me. Please don’t
condemn me to live here by myself, to prepare food alone and live for myself alone; it will be too horrible to bear.
I can’t bear counting the hours and minutes until the postman brings a letter from you. Maher, I can’t stand that.”
Her eyes were full of tears. Maher tried to convince her:
“My love, don’t be childish. Your presence will only hinder and confuse me. My work is very sensitive and requires concentration. Even though I need you near me, it is enough for me to know that you are safe and far from
danger. I’ll write whenever I can. I’ll be back in a month to find you eagerly waiting for me to fill me with
happiness.”
He embraced her tightly.
*
Maher left to search for oil at the bottom of the earth. .
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Huge drills cut through the soft waves of sand in the chest of the giving land. The drills pumped up and down
regularly. The sun sent its burning rays down on the workers. They were in full motion, coming and going,
watching everything. All seemed normal.
Maher sat in his small tent examining a specimen from the dirty and dark-colored stones under the microscope.
What he saw made him began to sweat. He rushed to the Jeep and drove away. The world spun in his eyes, fire
ran in his veins, and his head was ready to explode. At the site, the huge drills were doing their job as usual.
Maher stopped, descended quickly from the Jeep, and flew about madly searching for the European expert
responsible for supervising the big machines. With eyes shining hot as noon, Maher asked one of the workers,
“Saad, where is the expert?”
“He is in his tent, Sayyid\fn{A note reads: A descendant of the Prophet. It may also mean “mister.”} Maher. It is break
time.”
Maher cursed wildly:
“Let the break go to hell! We’re in great danger—tell them to stop the machines quickly! This area is made of
tough coal and the friction could produce explosion.”
The American engineer answered coldly:
“We can’t stop the machines without an order from the expert.”
“The expert, where is the expert?” he kept muttering madly. “The expert, Allah’s curse on the expert!”
He ran to the Jeep and started driving toward the expert’s tent. Then everything changed to horror, to Judgment
Day. The drills exploded and their crashing echoed from the mountains. Red-hot chunks of iron flew in every
direction, flames of fire grew and moved upward, dancing the dances of the victorious demon who had been
unleashed. Ditches shredded the land. The blood of the workers soaked into the sands. Maher was among them,
and with his blood, under the hot sun, he wrote,
“Good-bye, my love. Good-bye, Suha.”
*
Another big wound, too big, was bleeding inside Suha. She repeated,
“Why, Maher, why didn’t you take me with you?”
Painful, crushing hours passed. Every small thing in her home spoke intimately and sadly about Maher. Things
ran after her to cut into her with the whip of memories.
This is the vase where Maher put flowers just hours before he left. The dry flowers weep for the kind hand that
put them there. This sofa, how often did it witness their happiness, how often did they sit in it comfortably?
Maher’s shorts, toothbrush, sandals, pillow, his half-used perfume, all awaited his return from the fiery desert.
This small golden ring was the latest memory. When they recovered his body, they sent her the ring.
Everything shouted, wept, and cried, telling the story of the great love that had joined them together.
*
Days passed slowly and dully. Life’s pictures changed, past memories paled, objects stopped shouting their
stories. Now they told their story more quietly. Maher’s pillow, which used to witness Suha’s tears every night,
was dry. His chair was replaced by another; the vase fell down one day and broke into pieces. His clothes were
stored away and eventually even the big wound became but a heap of memories covered by ashes of forgetfulness.
Life ran its natural course. Suha loved again and enjoyed a new husband. His things found their place in her
heart and the image of her new love replaced the image of Maher in her eyes.
One day when she and Fareed were having a picnic in the desert, their car broke down in an area where there
were scattered pieces of iron, broken rudiments burned by the sun.
Suha looked around. Everything was silent in this lifeless desert. She asked her husband,
“What is this place? Do I see something burned over there, is it black ash on the sand?” Busy fixing the car,
Fareed answered absentmindedly,
“Habeebti, my love, these are the remains of machines that exploded years ago during the search for oil.” he
murmured to herself:
“Maher!”
A gentle tear wandered down her cheek, but she did not see the big red wound Maher’s blood had written on
the chest of the land:
“Good-bye, my love. Good-bye, Suha.”
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147.125 Excerpt from Al-Adama\fn{by Turki al-Hamad (1952-

)}Buraida, Al-Qassim

Province, Saudi Arabia (M) 3

… Through the window of the train from Dammam the buildings of Riyadh began to appear on the skyline,
like a vague dream in a summer nap. On that August day, the mirages blended with the sandstorms sent spinning
up by the breath of jinn from the Dahna desert, giving Riyadh the appearance of a talisman from the tales of
Sheherazade, or of a demon of King Solomon or King Sayf Ben Dhi Yazan.\fn{ An ancient Yemini ruler, of whom many
legends are told.} One of these would appear suddenly, then vanish in an instant: a mystery saying both much and
absolutely nothing—a tale of an island of Sinbad or a lake of the bewitched king.
The din mounted and the bustle quickened, as passengers went about gathering their belongings ready to leave
the train. They were vying feverishly with one another, as if every moment was supremely important—though in
fact their whole lives meant nothing to most of them. Perhaps the long haul between Dammam and Riyadh, those
seven hours of expectation and tedium in a hot tin box, had led to a sense of excitement now, from the mere fact
they’d soon be leaving their magical confinement.
They were all lost in utter hurly-burly, with laughter here and yelling there. Here was a man scolding his wife,
and checking, for the first time since he boarded the train, on where his children were. There was another gathering up his belongings. Some women were adjusting their abayas\fn{The cloak worn by women when they go out in
public.} and veils, others checking inside their handbags. He alone remained seated, staring through the window at
the specks of dust breathed out by the desert jinn. He looked at everything, seeing nothing, as though nothing had
any meaning for him. Yet, if he scanned the view outside without interest, his breast was heaving.
A young man, eighteen years old, lean and short, with a tanned color and a freshly shaved mustache, pearly
teeth inside a small mouth, thin rosy lips, a straight nose, a wide forehead, long hair showing black as night
through his cap and headdress, eyes long-lashed and topped by thick brows, gazing through glasses at everything
yet finding interest nowhere, a pointed chin set in a pointed face. All these features belonged to a certain young
man who, coming into the world, had been given the name of Hisham Ibrahim al-‘Abir.
*
As the train neared Riyadh station, the passengers crowded at the doors. Still, though, he stayed there in his
seat, gazing at place without limits and time without confines. He’d just graduated from secondary school, his
grades not especially high or low, though he was, for all his youth, highly intelligent and educated. Hisham had
come into the world with a single interest and a single enjoyment: reading anything and everything that came his
way. All through primary and middle school he’d passed with flying colors. Once he’d even been promoted from
the third to the fourth class in acknowledgment of his distinction—a feat that had made his parents proud,
especially his father, who could talk of nothing else but the brilliance of his only son; a source of annoyance to
some of his listeners, whose sons were below Hisham’s level. Everyone, though, had recognized his excellence
and predicted a bright future for him.
After starting secondary school, he’d become much attracted to political and philosophical writing; a friend of
his father’s had given him a copy of ‘Abd al- Rahman al-Kawakibi’s book on The Nature of Tyranny.\fn{A classic
for those aspiring to break away from colonialism and internal tyrannies, the publication of which might have been responsible for the
death of its widely influential nationalist Arab author in 1904. } As a result of this, he’d begun spending his evenings reading

Marxist, nationalist and existentialist literature, along with texts from other philosophical schools and political
tendencies. He’d take them out from local libraries, and, later on, had even managed to acquire some books that
were officially banned.
His mother, entering his room late at night and seeing him engrossed in his reading, would smile affectionately, supposing he was busy revising his school texts.
“You study too much, son,” she’d say. “Why not rest for a bit?” And he, for his part, would smile lovingly back
and say:
“In a little while, mother—I still have a few pages left.”
At that his mother would smile again, close the door and start praying for him. She would, though, return with
a glass of hot milk and put it on his desk, insisting once more that he should rest.
“Drink this milk,” she’d say. “It’ll help you sleep.” He’d smile at that, as if in surrender, and say:
“How could I refuse anything you ask me to do?”
She’d stay in the room even so, till he’d drunk the milk. Hisham would submit, drinking it quickly down, and
she’d leave, persuaded he’d soon go to sleep. Then he’d go on with his reading of The Story of Philosophy,\fn
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{Probably a reference to the book published in 1924 by Will Durant which profiles the ideas of Plato, Aristotle, Francis Bacon, Baruch
Spinoza, Descartes, Voltaire, Rousseau, Immanuel Kant, Hegel, Arthur Schopenhauer, Herbert Spencer, Friedrich Nietzsche, Henri
Bergson, Benedetto Croce, Bertrand Russell, George Santayana, William James and John Dewey } enchanted by the cascade of men

and their thoughts. And on he’d go still, till he was roused by the voice of the muezzin calling to the dawn prayer.
*
The train entered the station, and the commotion of the passengers rose still higher. The smell of packed
human bodies spread in the air, blending with the kind of dust speck found only in Riyadh. Children screamed,
men shouted and the women grumbled irritably because the bustle and pushing showed no respect for their veils
and the sanctity of their bodies. Amid all this, Hisham appeared to be in a world of his own.
At the secondary school he totally neglected his studies. He wouldn’t, indeed, have studied a single page but
for fear of wounding his father’s pride and his mother’s heart—would have plunged himself totally into the study
of forbidden texts. For a month or two before final exams, he’d force himself to revise and gain some partial
understanding of the textbooks, so as to stumble through somehow.
He didn’t, though, pass with distinction the way he’d done before; just enough to save his face in front of his
parents and others. His parents were surprised to see his grades slipping, in spite of his endless reading and constant studying, and the surprise was mixed with deep pain; but this was better than utter failure that would have led
to embarrassment in front of others, to shame and heartache. One day his father quizzed him on why he was
dropping back, and Hisham came up with various flimsy excuses and justifications. But he knew they hadn’t
convinced his father.
As for the father, he preferred not to take the argument further, putting everything down to critical changes as
the boy left the innocence of childhood for adolescence. His only recourse was to ask God to bestow success and
guidance on his only son.
History was Hisham’s favorite subject at secondary school, and he was deeply attracted to a young history
teacher called Rashid al-Khattar, newly returned from America and fired by the enthusiasm and energy of a young
man intent on making a mark. This teacher stayed fixed in his memory for many years, encircled by a halo of
respect and idealism, even though the man had taught history for just one year before going off to settle in one of
the Gulf Emirates, where he took citizenship. Hisham had been profoundly shocked by the news of Rashid’s
suicide straight after the Israeli forces had invaded Beirut in 1982. This happened fourteen years after their last
meeting, when Rashid was an ambassador for his new country in a European state.
Hisham was entranced by the study of history, and entranced by his history teacher, who admired him in
return. He loved the lessons about the Industrial Revolution, the French Revolution, the Napoleonic Wars and the
conflict of ideas in Europe, together with their reflection on the Arab world in the wake of the French campaign in
Egypt,\fn{1798-1801.} and the effect of this on Arab political and intellectual life. He was entranced by ideological
and political conflicts of all kinds; wanting more than the official textbook courses, he went everywhere in search
of suitable books, till he became well known in the few libraries in Dammam.
Professor Rashid would lend him books on the subjects in question, then he’d take what was available from the
local libraries. These, though, were never enough to satisfy his passion for his newly found world; and so,
throughhout every holiday with his parents, to Jordan, Lebanon or Syria, he’d gather books not permitted in his
own country; and these would become his source of knowledge till the next trip.
No one, in those days, had any knowledge of London, Paris or New York. Few people had even been to Cairo,
which for them was something akin to a dream, a fantasy world like the old Baghdad of Caliph Haroun al-Rashid,
\fn{763/66-809} or the old Damascus of Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik;\fn{ 646-705} a dream rather than a geographical
place. Cairo, in those days, was the capital of the Arab world, a focus of longing for writers, intellectuals, politicians and society at large. Hisham brooded painfully on the way he deceived his parents during those holidays,
spending all his pocket money on Marxist books unavailable in his country, notably the works of Ernesto Che
Guevara, Régis Debray\fn{1940- , French author} and Frantz Fanon,\fn{1925-1961, Martinique author} along with Marx,
Engels, Pleknanov, Lenin, Trotsky and Stalin—these were his main intellectual sources. He was deeply affected
by the works of Guevara, which found an echo in his inner self. These books, and other literary writings and
classic novels, were sold cheaply in ‘Amman, Damascus and Beirut, on pavements and on wagons very much like
vegetable carts.
During his trips and afterwards, Hisham would devour, as special favorites, all of Maxim Gorky’s works and
the classic Russian novels in general. He read Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina and Resurrection; Crime and Punishment
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and The Brothers Karamazov by Dostoevsky; and the [And ]Quiet [Flows the] Don of Sholokhov.\fn{1934.} The
Mother, by Gorky,\fn{1907.} stirred in him a mixture of intense emotions wavering between anger and zest, sorrow
and compassion, cruelty and tenderness, and this led him to re-read it several times. He wept often, too, with
Uncle Tom in his cabin; lived with Wang Lang [Lung] and his wife in The Good Earth; and sympathized with
Madame Bovary as much as he hated Scarlet O’Hara. He’d snatch long moments to read Alberto Moravia,\fn
{1907-1990, Italian author} and Balzac, and Emile Zola, not out of any love for their writings but to find here a scene
of sexuality, there the description of an intimate affair, imagining himself, in his daydreams, as the hero of these
encounters.
As for the enchanting description of social life in these books, it failed to arouse his interest; Russian literature
he judged to be the best in this regard. He also read some of Charles Dickens’ books, finding much enjoyment in
A Tale of Two Cities. This, along with The Mother, he felt to be the finest fiction ever written.
Much of the money his parents generously gave him was spent on such books. When the time came to return to
Dammam, he’d gather them up, giving his parents to understand that he needed them for his studies, so as to get
the best grades. They’d help him devotedly in clearing the books through customs, unaware of the explosive
material they contained.
Cheered though he was by this, he felt he was behaving meanly—that he was, by any standards, a cheat and a
liar. And this painful sense would grow stronger as he considered how he was doing these things to the two people
closest and dearest to him: his own parents.
He’d try, sometimes, to persuade himself he wasn’t lying or cheating. These books did, after all, contain learning, views and culture, even if the subjects weren’t mentioned in the school textbooks that so failed to quench his
thirst for knowledge.
*
His new readings thrust him into a vast world, of excitement and fervor; into broad spaces where the whole
world held his interest, with no boundaries and no restrictions. He’d become filled with a new spirit, which aimed
to transform this world into an earthly paradise where everyone could live happily, free of tyranny and injustice,
enjoying equality and justice. The whole globe was his homeland now; his city had become a mere point in the
world’s sea, his country a mere part of the humanity to which every true human being should belong.
Once he’d been reserved and aloof, known solely to a small circle of friends. Now he adopted a vivid, dashing
style of behavior. He took a regular part in the fiery political and ideological debates at school, siding with this
group or that, never a member of any one party. The school was typical of the political and ideological currents
then swirling about in the Arab world: there were Marxists, Baathists, Arab Nationalists and Nasserites, debating
and clashing openly. A Baathist student would pass a well-known communist and yell, “Red!” And the other
would furiously retort “‘Aflaq!”\fn{A reference to Michel ‘Aflaq, the Syrian Christian who founded the Baathist party. } It was a
way of exchanging insults.
Hisham remembered one debate with the teacher of religious studies, about Darwin’s theory of evolution. The
teacher had described this as cursedly irreligious and atheistic, calling Darwin a Jewish conspirator against Islam
and Muslims. In fact, Hisham had told the teacher, the theory was a product of science, and science was master of
the modern world; Darwin might be right or wrong about the particular origins of man or other species, but
evolution itself was a self-evident reality. Nor, he added, was Darwin a Jew, on either his father’s or his mother’s
side.
As a result the teacher had became hostile towards him, referring to him as “that immoral person.” Hisham,
though, didn’t care in the slightest, now that he’d found a new world of vivid freedom.
After that argument Hisham was famous in the school, and still more so after the headmaster had summoned
him to his office one day and threatened to report him to the authorities—saying he was a pagan if he refused to
withdraw what he’d said. He backed off for a while, but the other students had begun to take an interest in him
now, and so had some of the left-leaning teachers. Every group wanted him on its side in the political and ideological struggles, in a school where the pupils had no choice but to join this faction or that.
He began to write zealously for the bulletins arrayed on the school walls. He wrote fiery articles, calling for
solutions as radical as possible.
After two of his articles (one in support of the communists, the other in support of the Baathists) had appeared
on a bulletin board, the headmaster summoned him once more. The first article was about the 1967 disaster; about
its causes and about the role of the western countries allied with Israel to destroy progressive forces in the region.
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The aim of the war, it stated, was to put an end to any attempt at cultural renaissance on the part of the Arab
nation. The second article attacked the British teachers at the school, and their uncivilized behavior, even though
they claimed to have come to teach culture and civilization. The headmaster took a sheaf of papers from his desk
drawer and tossed them on to the desk.
“These pamphlets,” he said, trying to keep his voice quiet and severe, “were distributed today in the school.
They call for opposition to the government, and they’re signed: ‘The Democratic Front.’”
He paused, watching for Hisham’s reaction. When Hisham remained silent and unperturbed, the headmaster
added:
“Their style’s similar to the one you use in your articles. I suspect you had something to do with it.”
Gripped by fear, Hisham felt his stomach tighten painfully. He wanted to defend himself, but the headmaster
was too quick for him.
“Not a word,” he shouted furiously. “I’m not looking for an answer! This is a second warning. I swear, by God,
if you don’t put an end to these clandestine activities, I’ll report you. And I’ll say not only that you’re against
religion but that you belong to secret organizations.”
The lad tried to say something, but the headmaster dismissed him forthwith.
“Not another word,” he said. “Just get out of here.”
Hisham left, feeling as though someone had drained him of his blood. A cold sweat broke out on his hands and
face. He was stunned by the reprieve he’d been given. He was actually guiltless of the charge laid against him, but
he’d heard often enough that a mere accusation was considered evidence of guilt. As he left, he heard the headmaster muttering:
“Curse you all! You’re trying to get us into trouble.”
As he left the office, Hisham almost bumped into the school overseer, Rashid ‘Abd al-Jabbar, who’d been there
in the office, though Hisham hadn’t noticed him.
Rashid had a habit of mingling with the students; in fact he looked more like one of them than he looked like
one of the teachers or other staff. He was young, no more than twenty-two years old, short., extremely thin and
dark-complexioned, with small eyes, a sharp expression, a tiny mouth with thin,. dark lips, small regular teeth
yellowed by smoking, and a thick black mustache below a small snub nose. The whole formed an elongated face
for which the students nicknamed him “Goatface.” As the two left the office, the overseer took Hisham’s elbow
with an air of encouragement.
“Don’t take too much notice of the headmaster,” he told him. “He’s a good man really. If he’d wanted to do
you any harm, he could have done it without calling you to his office or threatening you. Don’t let his threats get
you down, all right? You’re a splendid young man with a bright future ahead of you. Remember the old saying:
Keep going, and you’ll get there in the end.”
He looked hard at Hisham, accompanying the look with an enigmatic smile.
Hisham took little notice of the overseer’s words. From the moment the headmaster tossed those pamphlets
down in front of him, he was haunted by the picture of his parents. He dreaded the idea that something might
happen to him. What would that do to his parents?
He decided to put an end to all his activities and return to his old, preferred solitary life. Tormented by his
misgivings, he walked back to his classroom and sat down, completely unaware of the words and glances around
him. …
30.189 The Lake Of Nothingness\fn{by Fawziyya al-Bakr (1957-

)}

Riyadh, Riyadh Province, Saudi Arabia (F) 2

“What is there left?”
He said it wearily, knocking the ash from his fortieth cigarette; he’d been smoking them one after the other.
The music from the cassette sounded like shrieks of terror. The smoke filled the luxurious American car. Was
there no escape?
Suddenly—it seemed to pass in less than a second—he almost touched a car that flashed by close to him.
He straightened up quickly, feeling as if the defector in his soul had been viciously slapped awake. He smiled
bitterly. Behind his evening trips, he remembered, there were the elegant men with their leather briefcases and the
representatives of the foreign companies with their fat deals—and their commissions, which were even more
tempting and desirable. Oh God, have mercy on us, quickly!
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For seven years he’d been running without stopping. The imported workers. The glittering financial deals. The
expensive parties given by the businessmen. First-class hotels. Luxurious seats in the planes, flying in and out of
the capitals of money and business.
He suddenly remembered he was already thirty-two. His waist and buttocks were beginning to get plump. His
sleep had been uneasy, he remembered, ever since he’d started this kind of work, and he always woke up feeling
anxious. It was months since he’d given his neglected wife a smile.
He called to mind one of the girls he’d been out with—the last young thing they’d arranged for him on his
business trip. That was how those amazing deals were finally approved—even though some of them should never
have been made. Was there no escape?
The roaring sea sweeps everything before it. The old traces of childhood were being destroyed day by day—
like all the good things in this world.
*
He remembered, tenderly, the mud hut he’d lived in when he was a boy. He’d gone barefoot and things had
seemed friendlier then, even the insects and the dirt. And the neighbors, those good people, used to exchange
smiles and food with them.
He arrived at the company’s head office and put on an artificial smile. He’d inwardly decided to pluck his
depression out by the roots—the depression that came to devour him from time to time. He shut his soul up firmly
inside his smart clothes. But he was still weeping inside, like a maimed animal that’s lost one of its limbs. Here he
was then, tonight, being silently crucified—like a broken-legged ladder on a lifeless table.
Smart ledgers. Trained fingers. His General Manager had decided to appoint a favorite to a sensitive position.
He smiled at the protégé meekly, thinking that he looked even more stupid and self-important than most company
executives—those creatures who are made to seem so glamorous by the newspapers and luxury hotels.
There’s a new deal to be made in a cold country. He’s expected to be there in twenty-four hours.
He’d promised to take his daughter to the exhibition of children’s drawings. And his son Thamir was expecting
a telescope he’d promised to buy him the next day!
Inflated contracts. They’re a real lure; everybody gulps his share down voraciously. The same familiar
accounts, and the cheques passing round and round the system. But everybody’s withdrawing into himself; they’re
thinking, almost screaming:
“Isn’t there any way out?”
It’s the downfall. And getting used to the downfall.
*
The telephone rings …
“Yes, speaking.”
“How are you, sir?”
“Can I help you in some way?”
“…”
“Oh. Yes, I know, there’s been a new invitation to tender. What about it?”
“My company’s submitting an offer. Will you—”
“I’ll think about it.”
“Trust me. I know the importance of men like you.”
The cramped muscles of his face were forced into a bitter smile. As usual. It’s the downfall. It goes on and on,
like a river. He tries to raise his head but his back, he finds, is too used to bending right down, too used to being
hunched—more, far more than he’d expected.
His neck doesn’t straighten. His fingers are sticky, like fruit that’s just started to go rotten. The sun completes
its daily course. He’d like to ask …
Why do the good sink into obscurity?
Why do those sullied with crime dominate the cities, cities bloated with money and instant wealth?
Why do our moral qualities, even the greatest, succumb and yield?
Why do people rejoice in momentary victory and forget their real part in the game whose end is inevitable?
Why do we fall so early into the lake of nothingness?
And why are the streets full of dead men, foolishly jostling for the privilege of a larger grave?
He closed his eyes, inwardly cursing the gloomy depression that was assailing him yet again. He picked up his
briefcase and fled from himself. It was time he started working out the forged tender for his friend.
Outside all was well with the world. People were jostling each other. The sun lit up the whole universe. And
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the vicious power crawled on, mocking and murderous. At the main entrance, outside, the poor doorman was
borrowing 200 riyals from a junior employee. He wanted to buy some books and equipment for his daughter, who
was studying at the Medical School.
Didn’t I say all was well with the world?
147.128 Excerpt from Death Walks Here\fn{by ‘Abdu Khal (1962-

)}

Jazan, Jazan Province, Saudi Arabia (M) 8

… I bear towards him all the rancor of the earth, and my only cure will be to kill him.
I bear towards him my old hatred and the wounds he sowed in my life. He’ll never flee from me; and even if
he should, I’d follow him to the very heart of the tomb. Yes, I’m going to kill him, chew on his entrails to heal my
grief. No. No, I’ll rather hang him up and make his belly swell like an animal in its death agony. I must slit his
belly, so the people of the village will smell his rottenness, knowing then they could have killed this everlasting
serpent themselves. And when they smell his reek fouling the air, then they’ll know their nightmare’s dead.
This time their eyes and their noses won’t deceive them. In the past, whenever we smelt something bad, we’d
rejoice and sing, supposing he was gone at last from inside us. Then, when we started preparing for his burial,
we’d find it was a dog that had died, or a donkey; and we’d leave the corpse to the swooping kites, so they could
lift from our noses the rottenness that came from his carcass.
Yes, I’m going to kill him. I’m sure God will reward me for the deed. This serpent lived on and on, till at last
time itself grew weary of him, fitting him with a pair of wings to soar beyond his old boundaries, making him like
Hanash Abu Jawhara.\fn{A mythical serpent.} He’s the devil that was granted full life to destroy us. Day and night
this village prays to God to be saved from his evil; but our prayers go unanswered, his face is still there in front of
us. The village is inured now to secret loathing of him, and to seeking God’s deliverance.
I used to murmur those prayers too, till he burned my life, made it unendurable to see him taunt me over my
pain. I’ll go beyond helpless, secret prayer, and be delivered from his evil. I’ll kill him, because only his
extinction will bring mercy to those hearts that beat in terror, or else stop beating, at the mere mention of his
name. With his death, those bowed embalmed bodies will stretch up their necks and find release in God’s broad
spaces, able to raise their heads high.
Killing him would bring so much benefit to the land, to its crops and livestock … He’s the venom that creeps
through every vein. The instant he blends with the air, fruit dies and water seeps down into the earth. He’s a
prodigy of the devil, who assigned him the rule of the earth, then sank into sleep, leaving to him the task of
seduction, and agitation, and covering our bodies with fire. In this village, which now thinks only of obeying his
commands and creeping under the soles of his shoes, people vie for the honor of having the Sawadi\fn{ The
tyrannical local ruler, and the main character of this book. } trample their heads.
And who can blame them? Life’s painful and hard, he holds all the water and food. He rules over necks,
leaving them secure or else cutting them off. Fear of him has become a drug now: to rebel would be like rebelling
against life itself. This unquestioned master has only to bat his eyelids and hearts will sink, begging, abjectly, to
be blessed by this devil. If I could only kill him, these people would, I truly believe, come after me thirsting for
my blood. Where, after all, could they find a better refuge than under his shoes? Submission’s taken root in their
lives. They’d be free, all of a sudden, to think, eat, sing, just as they pleased.
The village could never cope with a situation like that; it’s always lived under his sway, and with his death the
sway would be gone. Stability, for them, means hanging endlessly in space, their heads spinning with fatigue and
vomit. It’s a state they’re long inured to, and anyone ridding them of it will have to be slain. They’re like bees,
pursuing their mother to kill her. They place their lives at the service of others, produce honey for people they’ve
never met. They can’t endure the sight of their mother among them; that wise bee who, even if she’d lived, would
have seen her foolish sons squandering their lives still, for the sake of those who take pleasure in jailing them and
tearing out their bowels.
How the serpent was able to use those bowed bodies, to pass through them, I don’t know. That tiny handful
who wouldn’t abase themselves were still within range of his fire and torment; he slit the bellies of their livestock,
slept with their women, confiscated their fields, thrust them into the lightless dungeon.
This cursed creature once had dreams of making my womb a nest for his venomous offspring; but I stood firm
and tall before his lust. I wouldn’t be the repository of his whims, and so he swore to stalk me forever. He tried
long and hard to creep towards my belly, and, when he failed, he turned to my offspring. I’ve seen his marks on
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Saliba’s bosom. As Jibril was questioning her, beating her, I felt with every stroke a mounting desire to kill him.
Still Jibril kept lashing my daughter, while I wept inwardly, my rancor beyond all bounds. I begged him to have
mercy on her, to turn the whip on the serpent whose soft body creeps to twine itself around every neck.
As Jibril was lashing Saliha, and she was writhing this way and that to change the places where the strokes
would fall, I wanted her to die under the whip; and then I’d pick up my scythe, storm his citadel and slit his belly.
And I wanted, all over again, to slit with my scythe the bellies of all the village people who’d gathered to gloat
over our scandal. Often, indeed, I’d absolve the Sawadi himself from all he was inflicting; I’d rather indict those
conquered eyes and bowed bodies.
Hadn’t the Sawadi found, there in front of him, men more like donkeys, offering him their backs, happily
bending their necks?
It’s the abjectness of men that creates Nimrod, who rules the earth and fills it with destruction. This Nimrod,
this beast, would think twice if he ever faced a real opponent; someone who’d force him to stay his hand, hold it
back from beating necks, plundering money and driving the meek down into the pit.
It’s the craven weakness of the village’s men-folk, I’m sure, that gave rise to this deadly creature, plunged him
so deep in his crimes that it’s somehow improper now not to heed his orders, not to let him enjoy whatever he
desires, not to bless his spittle whenever he spits. We’ve turned into tame animals, with no other goal but to
swallow our food and loll around.
Quite often I picture the Sawadi as he lords it over the women’s bodies. He tells their men to put their hands
over their eyes; and, as he gasps to his feet, the women wipe the dust from their hair and clothes and get up
weeping. Then they take hold of the passive witnesses of their ordeal, and they shake them.
“Why,” they cry, “did you let him sport in your fields?”
“That’s what he told us to do,” the men answer, stammering foolishly. “But we outwitted him. We took no
notice.”
“What do you mean?” the outraged women cry. “He mounted us as if we were beasts.” The men give stupid,
weak answers, inflaming any patience still left in the women’s breasts.
“We put our hands over our eyes,” they say, “the way he told us to. But we left gaps between our fingers, and
so we saw everything. You’re free women.”
Each man tries to approach his spouse, but she thrusts him away with reproaches. The women cry out, in
unison:
“Shame on you, men!”
This is the nearest I can come to portraying the acts of this serpent in our midst. Even in his moments of carnal
enjoyment, he makes no attempt to hide what he does. Indeed, he heaps humiliation, whenever he can find some
way of degrading us in front of the men so fearful for their bowed necks. And they take positive pleasure in letting
these necks sink down over their chests, they close their eyes to anything that upsets him. That’s why the village
has become a soft bed for this dog. They even quote him.
“Why should I marry,” they echo, “when all the women are there just for me?”
He can make them tremble with fear of him. They rob themselves to win his love. They fear the thought of
hating him—he might hear of it and have them beheaded. They fear being separated from their necks; he’d bury
the headless bodies, leaving the heads hanging on the gates of the mosque, staring at the village till the eyes
glazed over and the heads grew dried and skinless.
That’s what’s given him the right to bark, deadening other voices, the right to stretch his limbs, while other
hands move the fans to chase away his nightmares and bring him quiet sleep. If he lapped from someone’s pot,
that person would feel honored to use it, without first washing it clean.
Everything’s limp here except the Sawadi’s voice; he’s the death that’s escaped from time. If our good health
should vex him, he comes to run in our veins. Then, when his plague’s infected us, he moves off, relishing our
groans and letting us drop, like an aging bird in a cage tight shut, which knows no face but its owner’s. The owner
opens the door of the cage, and the bird, shunning freedom, falls dead. We’re imprisoned in our bodies, still loyal
to our fear of him; and, when death comes knocking at our souls, we find life holds two kinds of death.
We could lament our grief in secret. But he’d know soon enough what we were weaving in our dreams, and
he’d bring us harm. We’d go down, to the cracks in the earth, searching for tombs to hide our bodies from the
ravening dogs that roam everywhere, standing with their limbs over the carcasses, over our very breaths. Like
rotten fruit we’d seem, crawling with maggots, while time tramples our bodies and creeps into our veins. Without
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vestige of resistance, we yield to him limply, and, when he’s sipped and swallowed down the nectar of our lives,
he lets our lives spoil, leaving just a foul smell in their wake.
He, it seems, is the only one to have flown from time, finding refuge in its might He watches us fall like
hacked palm trunks. And, when time’s scythe leaves us, there he comes, buttressed by his arrogance, while we’re
crucified on the soil of exhaustion and death. Then he’ll crop our heads and line us up in front of his sofa, so as to
spit on us when the qat\fn{A green-leafed plant chewed in Yemen and elsewhere as a narcotic. } swells his cheeks; and we take
it all in meek silence, still abject, bereft of any hope that our ceaseless wails will rid us of him.
This serpent’s found a way to creep right inside us, and there water the tree of terror that grows so fruitfully in
our limbs. And when we seek out our beds, he’s there before us to muddy our dreams. We wake and count the
storms, read the message in the heavens, assailing us with dark eclipses and long nights. Then we shake the sleep
from our eyelids and hurry out to work in the fields.
And so we live beneath his supple, stinging cane. He’s become life itself. Only when he’s asleep does life take
on delight, for, when his eyes close for a time and his breath grows shallow, we race to our beds strewn with
dreams, expel him for a time and breathe in peace.
*
No one knows anything about him, beyond a few stories passed from one to another with fear and trembling.
He was never an infant, they say. The old Sawadi came upon him when strolling among the groves. The young
one was lashing at the trees and sands with his stick, and uprooting the wild plants; and when he felt thirsty, he’d
stretch his lungs and breathe in the air till he was sated. The old Sawadi took a fancy to him, liking the character
he showed; and so he adopted him, showing him how to uproot heads rather than plants, to lash bodies rather than
flying earth.
Others, though, say he was found wrapped in rags in the yard of the Ra’i al-Qadaba, and that no woman could
foster him or nurse him because, in his very infancy, he killed a number of women. To begin with; one of the old
Sawadi’s bondwomen had taken pity on him and asked permission to foster him; but, the moment she gave him
her breast, he bit off the nipple, leaving her breast awash with blood. She died at once; and the same happened
with further bondwomen who offered to nurse him.
The rumor spread then that he must surely be some divine master, because such do not drink a bondwoman’s
milk. And so they brought him a free woman of honorable status, but her nipple too he bit, and she died before she
could wean her own son.
There was nothing for it but to carry him back, to the yard where he’d lain for a full year. After that some
people saw him throw off his wraps and walk towards the dome; and these witnesses swore he was already
circumcised. No one ventured to approach him again, and the old men decided the infant was descended from
Ra’i al-Qadaba, that his mother had sinned, and God had punished her with a son having the heart of a serpent,
who’d bite everyone near and far.
In some of the neighboring villages, people told a somewhat different story. According to this, he’d taken off
his wraps and gone to the dome, where the tomb of Ra’i al-Qadaba had opened and the master had come out to
greet him. They’d talked for a while, then the infant had raised his voice in insult towards the master.
The master had then returned to his tomb, asking God to hold the infant apart from death and from all hearts,
so that he’d be solitary for ever, cared for by no one. Then, when he longed for death, he wouldn’t find it.
The boldest story about his origins was told by a man who died before he could finish the tale. This man told
how the old Sawadi had been sterile and impotent, and how his wife, a rebellious and lustful woman unwilling to
accept her fate, had sought out the beds of the slaves. Then, when she conceived and her labor began, she’d
sought the help of Ra’i al-Qadaba; after which she’d given birth to her child. News of the birth had spread through
the village, and the mother had pleaded with the old Sawadi to adopt her son. He’d agreed, but she’d died the
moment she began nursing the baby.
The women embellished this story in various ways, gossiping about it before they went to bed. Their version
was as follows:
When the old Sawadi learned the child was a bastard, he decided to kill him and blot out the memory of his
wife’s adultery. He carried him off to the depths of a grove, took out his knife and killed him—as he thought.
Then he saw a mocking smile on the infant’s face. Furious now, he hacked him about and buried him, while the
victim’s veins were still throbbing. A few days later, a heavy rain muddied the soil and germinated a boy, who was
later found lashing the earth and drinking the air.
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Around that time the old Sawadi was assailed by fearful nightmares. A serpent, he’d dream, was coiled around
his neck, and, whenever he killed a part of it, a new serpent would sprout, till at last he despaired of ever killing it
and wished only for death. He put his mouth close to the serpent’s, and it turned to an instrument making delightful music. He’d wake in terror, and the soothsayers warned that the child’s enmity would bring countless
problems. If he wished to remain master of the village, they said, he should cherish the child. He’d gone out to the
fields, brought the boy back and begun addressing him as his son.
From that time on (the old women continued), father and son were not seen; this was in accordance with the
soothsayers’ advice to stay out of sight. They began, in the rainy season, to go to the groves, where they’d shed
their clothes, bathe in the rain and wallow in the mud. Then, before returning to the citadel, they’d go to the dome,
draw blood from one another’s veins and smear it on their skins to preserve themselves from death.
Others maintain the old Sawadi never knew death for another reason. Once, it was said, he’d forgotten to
smear the blood on his skin. At that the ground had swallowed him up, and now he was ruling those in the depths
of the earth.
The Sawadi remained an unsolved puzzle for us. According to yet another story, his mother, when he was a
baby, had left him to attend a friend’s wedding. While she was away, he’d become soaked in urine. He’d cried till
his throat was parched, but the maidservant hadn’t woken. At that his cries had turned to shrieks, piercing the
calm of the night. There was (it was added) a fairy with a sick child that awoke, disturbed by the Sawadi’s
shrieking, and asked his mother to go and smother the noise.
As the fairy stood over the Sawadi’s head, she felt an urge to choke the child. She blocked his mouth and
began to squeeze, but then stopped short; she’d seen his cunning expression. His face relaxed, he curled up his
toes, put his two hands around her face, then chanted some meaningless words that made her laugh and hold back.
She then fed him from her breast, leaving him happy and calm.
*
The village people swear he rules jinn and mankind alike, because he was fed on the milk of jinn and human
masters. The jinn then gave him wings to fly wherever he pleased—this was why he was able to move, like a
thunderbolt, from one village to the next. Nor (people went on) could his enemies strike him, because bullets and
daggers had no power to pierce a body that held an iron-skinned giant within.
According to one of his aides, a tribesman of the Bani Sayf was once bent on killing him, and stalked him
constantly till he found him unguarded at last. He stabbed him in the chest, then almost fainted with shock as he
saw his dagger rebound back, its blade bent. In his panic the man stabbed himself, with the crooked blade, but the
Sawadi instructed his jinn to place themselves between the man’s chest and the stabs he made, and so frustrate his
purpose. The man fell dead from pure terror, amid peals of laughter from the Sawadi.
It’s said, too, that the jinn asked him to choose between them and his human kin, and he chose the jinn over his
own people. But, to keep his heart empty and his position strong, he invited his relations to a feast and offered
them poisoned milk, after which they died instantly. The jinn then knelt before him, becoming his eyes and ears.
He, though, wasn’t satisfied even with such power as this. He went on uncovering their hidden secrets till he’d
mastered their knowledge and disarmed them of their powers—then made them his abject slaves, quite powerless
to resist him. They could never rid themselves of him and ceaselessly plotted his death, but in secret, for fear he
should learn of it and do them harm.
“He stands over a pool of blood,” my grandfather told me once, “because he’s built his tyranny on our
weakness, grown ever taller as we bow. He knew how to drive us and so become our master, how to mount us in
humiliating ways. He’s ruled us with the lashes of his whip, cut down anyone who tried to stand straight. The jinn
bring him news, I’m sure, because he knows every movement of our eyes. He’s the agony inflicted on us forever,
till the Day of Judgment comes. At the turn of every age we expect his death, but he rises in our veins once more,
like an undying fire! Every time he sinks inside us, and we begin to shake him off, back he comes like an
agonizing sleep; and we yield numbly to him, go with his nightmares any way he wishes.
“Once, in a single day, he killed all the best people of the valley. His crier had announced jinn were set to carry
off every person who had no red dye on his head; and so the people of the valley hurried to mark their foreheads
with that color. Next day, the Sawadi ordered his slaves and soldiers to search every corner of the valley and bring
in all who had no red dye on their brows. They captured large numbers of men, and he summoned his headsman
and had them all beheaded. Each year,” my grandfather went on, “the Sawadi would look closely at the people
around him, and, if he found anyone had begun to use his brains, he’d have his head cut off. The red dye was just
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a test to search out those awakening brains and do away with them, before their owners could stand and confront
him.”
He’d tell his aides to spread particular rumors, then wait to see how the villagers reacted. If he sensed
murmuring and complaint, he’d deliver a speech in the mosque, calling on people to help him seize the rebels, and
offering a camel as a reward for anyone able to catch one. As a result, many came to own camels, and many
homes grieved for their dead.
The Sawadi grew to be a colossus, feared by all the villages. No one knows for certain if he has any kin on
earth; we only know he runs through us, alone, like death. Our elders tell how his tribe was swept by a flood while
living at the head of the valley. His supporters claim he’s descended from holy men, and that only one out of these
remains alive through all times. Very few know the secret of how the rest of the Sawadi’s family was wiped out.
According to some, his father had advised him to kill all his kin, telling him:
“Blood, my son, is a killer. If it doesn’t cut you down with its sword, it will kill you with its love or weakness.
Preserve no blood but your own.” They go on to tell how he ordered his crier to announce, through every place,
that all his kinsfolk should come to him.
“Any of our kin,” he was to cry, “merits our charity.”
Many came to him, some true relatives, others seeking charity. When they were gathered there before him, he
summoned his headsman and had them all beheaded. Their blood flowed in great quantities, drenching the
parched soil, so that the year came to be called the year of the streaming blood.
Another group of people claimed that the Sawadi would die only when a certain man appeared, a man who had
seen the holy master in his dream and been taught by him to utter a certain word, which would kill the Sawadi
instantly. The man would be marked by a swelling vein in his chest, and this would shrink into the word he
uttered as he faced the Sawadi, bringing instant death. Then prosperity would return to the valley and its people.
But the people still await this person.
The Sawadi had evidently heard of this, for he began gathering the citizens in the field in front of his citadel,
then arranging displays of dancing, horse-riding, racing and dove hunting. At the end, all those taking part would
pass in front of him with bared chests, so he could smear them with scented aloes. Those with the scars of wounds
on their chests would then be called to duels with the Sawadi’s men; and, responding unwillingly, they’d be killed
there and then. Those with scars in other villages would be taken to the citadel and made away with in secret.
So it is that the Sawadi’s remained a phantom beyond reach, even as we’ve watched him sporting with our
lives, according to his whim.
*
As, time and again, fear finds its way to your heart and strikes at it, you become hardier and stronger. Your
inner self shakes off its fright and welcomes death without fear.
I’ve nourished fear from my first childhood on. It’s been part of me; if it were to leave me for a moment, I’d
feel death creeping into my limbs. Since my youth, I’ve sat with fear and learned how to conquer it. I recall how,
when I was a burgeoning shoot in our house, I was hostage to terror and turbulent nightmares. Again and again
that dream would come—it still sticks in my memory, after all the lean years that have swallowed me up; remains
stubbornly, ever present, in my imagination.
In my dream I’d see the sky split open, then ropes raining with blood would descend from it, and spread
themselves over my face. There’d be crowds of people around me, laughing and winking, as I strove to take the
congealed blood from my face. But my hand would fail me as a huge spider crept over it, locking my fingers
together with stiff, numbing threads. I’d cry out, imploringly:
“Oh, Savior from destructions!”
Still I’d shout, beg, but the spider would only be quicker in weaving its web. Then it would crawl over my
body and urinate in my mouth. Next, it would stretch out its legs and weave its webs over the mouths of the
people crowded around me, turning them to tiny worms that would gnaw, greedily, at my limp body. My eye, the
only moving thing, would be focused on my chest to keep watch over a rooster, a bird and a hen, which would
come to my aid and start eating the worms so avidly gnawing at my body. The spider, though, would advance and
cut off the hen’s foot. Then the rooster would nip the spider, which would sting him in return, dumping him on my
chest where he’d kick till life drained from his veins and my chest became his tomb. Then my heart would be cut
in pieces, and lowered down the blood-soaked ropes. My eyes filling with tears, I’d implore feebly:
“Oh, Savior from destructions! Save us!”

55

Sensing my utter weakness, the spider would snap off the bird’s head. At that I’d throw off my helplessness,
begin biting at his thorny legs and breaking my teeth. He’d catch the bird by the neck, and I’d scream, then wake,
my chest heaving and cold sweat streaming from every pore in my body. I’d open my eyes to find my mother
there beside me, saying in soothing tones:
“God guard us from all evil.” Then she’d take me in her lap, wipe away my tears and pat my cheek.
“What’s the matter, Ra’na?” she’d ask. And I’d sink sobbing into her lap.
Every night this dream came, encircling my head whenever I slept. My mother’s friends were sure I’d been
struck by an evil eye or some malignant wind.
One morning, they were gathered there in our house, and my mother was talking of the dream that kept
tormenting me. She beat her breast in her fear for me, and one of those good women patted her on the back.
“Maybe Ra’na’s under an evil spell,” she whispered. “Take her to Shou’iyya bint Murjan to cure her.”
Next day, accordingly, my mother woke me early and tied a rope to a black ram to take along as a gift. She was
taking me to Shou’iyya, and reminded me I should kiss her head when we arrived.
“Perhaps you’d like me to kiss the heads of her bondwomen too,” I said. “I’m not a slave, remember.” My
words made her angry, and she struck me on the head.
“You stupid girl!” she cried. “This woman’s related to the jinn masters! You have to kiss her head.”
She pulled me along with her, murmuring her prayers there in the open air. Then, before we reached the step of
Shou’iyya’s house, she took a sharp knife and slaughtered the ram. As its blood gushed out, she took a pot she’d
brought with her, filled it with the red blood, then poured the blood over my head. Then we stood there, waiting to
be invited into the house.
To begin with, the woman sat there without moving. Then, when my mother made to throw some earth over
my head, Shou’iyya rose to her feet and came towards us, tremulously rubbing her head and swearing she hadn’t
given me the evil eye. I stepped forward, the blood seeping into my back and breast, so that I longed to take off
my soiled clothes. I moved towards her, trying to kiss her head, but I was too short to reach its lofty height. My
mother was coaxing her, pleading almost:
“Please, rub my daughter with herbs. She’s going to die.” She swallowed hard, then resumed her plea:
“Think if she were your daughter, Khamisiyya. Would you let Khamisiyya be harmed?”
Shou’iyya bint Murjan was still unwilling, insisting her eye had never done me any harm. The more she swore
this, the more my mother pleaded, her voice breaking.
At last the woman responded. She led me inside, laid me on a sofa, then took out a mixture of sesame oil,
saffron and some wild herbs I didn’t recognize. These she rubbed into all my limbs, then she massaged my body.
Her lips sent out strange mutterings, and after each of these she’d spit into a glass of water nearby. After she’d
passed her fingers over every nook and cranny of my body, she sprayed the water containing her spittle into my
face. Before we took our leave, my mother thrust a wad of money into Shou’iyya’s bosom. Then, having split the
belly of our slain ram and cut a tress from the tuft on his forehead, she led me happily out.
Once home, she ordered me to eat the raw heart, blessed me with the tress, and sat me down, assuring me I’d
never have the nightmare again. But the moment I closed my eyes, the nightmare came back to mock me, to every
last detail: my journey among the masters, the cauterizing blades, all the old pains and nightmarish tears.
Then, out of the blue, an old woman from a gypsy tribe came over. She was adept in throwing cowry shells and
uncovering secrets by driving away the evil spirits.
That day, my mother greeted her enthusiastically. She sat her down on my father’s chair, cooked her a splendid
meal, then gave her an account of that nightmare of mine that had drained us all. The old hag gobbled up the food,
gave a heavy shake of the head, then, stuffed full, gave a fetid-smelling belch which she masked with a cup of rich
coffee. Then she straightened up, untied a tiny bundle and took out some coffee beans, which she splayed in her
right palm before raising them to her lips and blowing on them. Next, she began to drive away the evil spirits. She
stayed silent, her narrow eyes glued to my small face. Each time she’d pick up the beans, gather them in her hand,
then splay them on her palm in different forms—wide apart or close together. At last she rose to her feet, kissed
my head, and said:
“Tonight you’ll sleep.”
She went out, my mother behind her. I saw them whispering, then my mother’s eyes stood out with fear; she
struck her breast and began moaning softly. When she came back, she hugged me and burst into tears; nor, for all
my questions, would she tell me what the old woman had said. After that, whenever I broached the matter, she’d
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change the subject, so that I never did learn what they’d been whispering about. She stayed silent till her death,
and with time I forgot about the dream and the hag’s whispers.
*
Yesterday that same dream came back. This time, though, I was bolder. Fighting free from the spider’s web, I
picked up a sizable stone to crush the spider, but he sensed the danger and hid behind the rooster’s back. My hand
lost its grip on the stone, and the rooster fell dead, gasping weakly. I woke in terror, and soon after heard the dewy
call to dawn prayer.
I got up, made my ablutions, prayed, then dressed myself in the clothes I use for my work of daubing dung. I
mounted my donkey, then went to a wet field, where I filled two cans with mud. Next, I went to a refuse tip and
collected some cow dung. Then on I went to ‘Abdu Hasan’s home, to daub his new hut. I began work on it two
days ago, setting a large divan in the middle of the hut, then building up a number of smaller benches on it;
beginning with a large one at the base, and following with smaller ones moving upward like a pyramid. As I built
higher, I secured the structure with ropes made of palm fronds. Each time I moved up a stage, I’d first make sure
it was stable. Then, for greater safety still, I bound a strong rope around my waist and fixed it to the top of the hut.
The whole business then became exhausting, as I gazed up at the rounded top, which wasn’t finished as it
should have been. I’d be seized with tremors and bouts of dizziness, threatening me with falling and turning
everything in front of me to sharp yellow spots. I couldn’t stop the work, even so, in case ‘Abdu Hasan claimed
back the advance sum he’d paid me. I’d had to implore him for the money, which I’d used to mend our tattered
drapes.
To finish my work, I had to stay hanging there, over five benches, my body covered with dung and stains, and
racked with exhaustion. I’d stay like this from dawn till sunset, when I’d go back to my home and children, my
limbs aching. I’d fling myself down anywhere and sink into a deep sleep. Then, in the morning, I’d agonize over
those little hearts I’d neglected the night before. As one they’d gather silently around me, stretch out their small
hands to touch my limbs very gently, but I’d have to leave them, though their eyes expressed such longing to talk
to me.
There was no way I could find out of my exhaustion; no way I could stay at home to play with them, or tell
stories they could memorize and happily retell to their friends—“our mother told us such-and-such.” Every day I
had to tire myself out, so they could get up and face the sun beating down on their heads, and have something to
satisfy the fierce hunger gnawing inside them.
Each dawn I’d hang my body over those benches, having taken all my equipment up with me to avoid too
many journeys up and down. I’d have to keep brushing away fatigue, hunger, dizziness. When I first started work
as a dung dauber for the village huts, I’d climb the piles of benches and tremble, horribly dizzy. For a long while
I’d keep my eyes closed, ever more terrified of falling, and so I’d fail to finish the job with proper speed. This
slackness became talked about in the village, and people stopped saving me work; it took a further period to
restore their trust in me.
But the fear of falling never left me, because a fall would mean a broken neck or broken bones, as happened to
Jubrana. She broke her leg and suffered appalling pain, till at last the bone setter was summoned, and he had to
amputate her leg. Her wounds, though, festered, and through all her moans the agony grew worse. She died, and
at her burial people had to clamp their hands over their noses to keep out the putrid smell of her body.
Today, as always, I secured my waist with strong ropes and daubed the walls of the hut with mud, filling the
gaps between the sticks and the dry poles, smoothing out the walls as best I could. Doing this again and again, I
felt the earth spinning around me and saw those yellow specks widening. I felt myself sliding into a deep abyss.
Clutching at a wedge nailed to the top of the hut, I closed my eyes and began weakly praying till the dizziness
subsided at last.
I breathed a quiet sigh, then sat down on one of the benches like a child whose mother’s left him to face a fall
alone.
I was afraid of being flung down inside the house, like a tattered umbrella no longer able to give its owner
shade.
*
While I was sitting there, ‘Abdu Hasan’s wife Laila came on me. I became flustered, then jumped up, almost
falling. I resented her false attitude: she’d thrown aside all her solemn disapproval and haughtiness, but the smile
she’d struck on her old face was cold. Unable to give out a fresh, hearty laugh, she contrived a dry, croaky one.
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Her air of forbearance was even worse, as she said sharply:
“Come down, Ra’na. Come and have something to eat. Put something in your stomach.”
Her insistence irritated me. I pretended indifference, giving the impression I’d rather finish my work first.
“It’ll soon be sunset. I’ll have supper with my children.”
“Come down, I said. I want to talk to you.”
I don’t like talking to this woman, who weaves a conversation with silken threads, speaking in an affected way,
eyeing you with haughty, indifferent looks as though gazing at some stray animal. But her insistent attempts to
lure me into a talk made me fear some disaster afoot.
“Has something happened?” I asked fearfully. “Something you want to tell me about?”
“Oh, God help us! What’s the matter with you? Nothing’s happened. I just want to talk to you. Come on
down.” I tightened the rope around my waist, then climbed down, making all those piled up benches creak and
shake.
“Careful!” she said sharply. “Don’t let those benches fall down on top of us!” I felt myself choking.
“Are the benches,” I asked bitterly, “more important to you than a human being?” She gave a false laugh. Her
face was suffused with false concern.
“Let the benches go hang!” As my feet found firm ground, she pushed me gently away.
“Wash your face and hands before we talk,” she said.
“Laila,” I answered, “there’s something up. What’s happened, for God’s sake?” She stretched her mouth in a
short laugh, then jokingly struck my breast.
“Nothing’s happened. You always exaggerate everything.”
Her eyes seemed very wary, but she softened things by sending out a harsh laugh from her flabby lips. I
gulped. My throat went dry, and fear ran riot in my imagination, planting all kinds of dark possibilities. I went up
to her, kissed her forehead, begged her to tell me the truth. She went outside, leaving me to my dread, to my
trembling and prayers, as I leaned there on an old wooden crate. Then she came back with a pitcher of water. She
made to wash my face, but I snatched at her hand.
“Have I lost one of my family?” I shrieked, panic-stricken. “Is someone dead?” Her full lips sent out an eerie
laugh. Her hand lightly pinched my cheek.
“How you build things up! No one’s dead. There’s no crier announced any death.”
“So?”
Her expression grew warier still, her air of unwillingness at odds with her running eyes. I asked her in God’s
name to tell me. She fidgeted, then fearfully uttered the words:
“Don’t panic, there’s nothing wrong. It's just that ‘Abdu was coming back from the Sawadi’s house, and saw
Saliba with her clothes all torn. When she saw him, she ran off weeping.” A hot fear gripped me. I grabbed hold of
her and shook her.
“What’s happened to her?”
She wriggled away from my clutch, and shouted at me, as a reminder that I’d forgotten my proper place as a
mere working woman.
“Have you gone mad?” she yelled. Then, suddenly controlling her anger, she gave a brief, lukewarm laugh.
“‘Abdu said he caught up with Saliba and asked her who’d torn her clothes. She made a gesture towards the
Sawadi’s house.”
“By God and His holy book,” I cried, “if he’s beaten her, I’ll cut off his hand!” She moved closer and
whispered in my ear:
“Your daughter isn’t a virgin any more.”
I gave a mad shriek, cursing everything with a hatred overflowing. I walked through the village, weeping
silently, torn between my agony and fear, my helplessness, hate and weakness, and his power. I was afraid the
news would come out, and she’d be buried like some swollen, rotting animal.
“God!” I cried. “Save us from scandal!”
Who could I turn to? I went running, blindly, through the alleys. …
147.121 Movement Of A Statue\fn{by Laila al-Uhaidib (1964-

58

)}

al-Ahsa’, Eastern Province, Saudi Arabia (F) 4

That evening (before she died) she talked to me a lot.
“I can’t believe I’m dying!”
“No one can bear the thought of their own death—”
“Do you think those false children will feel sorry when I’m dead?”
“Even the maid will feel sorry.”
“And then they’ll meet new people?”
“People can’t stop being human. Whatever happens.”
“But I’ve done so little. I don’t want to die now!”
“We all say that, right at the end. But people still have to die.”
The street, in the morning stillness, had a hazy look. My eyes were fixed on the door. I was watching to see if
anyone went in or out.
A stout man was going out (not looking behind him). The cars were driving slowly by. The street was still
shimmering in the sticky heat, but the stout man hadn’t left yet. He came back inside. Then he went out for the
third time. He noticed we were there (he turned to look at us). She loved to wait, she said; it was her favorite
game. But I couldn’t stand that hazy heat. (She was in the sun, and that upset her, it made her feel down.)
A man with a beard passed by. He shot us a quick glance, then walked on. Another man left. He was wearing a
dark suit with a red tie, and this made me feel even hotter; it made me surer than ever she was waiting just to
annoy me. Not that I cared!
The stout man got into his car. He was searching in his pocket. He was watching us, I was sure of it. He didn’t
make any movement. He was just passing the time.
The street wasn’t hazy any more; things had cleared. The stout man had vanished. In the short time I’d been
talking to her, everything around us had woken up—the shops, the garbage van, the cars motionless in the parking
lots. The men would get out, stifling in the heat, unable even to look. Others had puffed faces, you could see the
sleep still there on their dry lips. And still he didn’t get out.
It was five to nine in the morning, the weather was hot and close. And still he hadn’t come.
*
I could feel the sun still burning on my head, the stickiness passing through the waves of my hair, as if the
edge of my hair was ablaze. I set light to all the settled ideas, but she put them out again! I brought her into my
madness (nothing matters).
I made a joking remark about my hair, but she said nothing. She was as tired as I was, and that young boy
didn’t concern her anyway. She poured the ointment on to her chest and the drops scattered.
That sun was just about killing me.
“Hey—you’ve just about killed Camus’ stranger!”
“I don’t blame him. I swear to God, if he appeared there in front of me now, I’d scratch him with my nails.”
No reply.
“How much longer do we have to wait? I’m tired of this game. Maybe he’ll come, maybe he won’t.”
“Godot will get here, I’m sure of it. I’m sure he’ll come.”
“Who’s Godot?”
“The one who never comes!”\fn{An allusion to Waiting for Godot (1953) by Samuel Becket (1906-1989, Irish author}
*
I woke alone. There wasn’t a hand touching me, the alarm clock wasn’t ringing next to me. I felt as though I’d
slept a lot, much more than I should have done; I was still tired and heavy-headed. I tried to get up. I touched the
edge of the bed, but the bed was spread right out—there was no edge and no side. The room was a black block,
with the yellow light from the bathroom standing faintly out from behind the half-open door.
I went back to sleep. I was frightened. Why was the house so quiet and dark? Where were the others? The
children? Where was the sound of the television? I tried, again, to find the side of the bed, so I could get up, but
still I couldn’t find it. Catching sight of someone, in the dim light, I closed my eyes tight. My God, how
frightened it made me to look towards that door! I was afraid, if I moved in that darkness, so many things would
move to threaten me.
Carefully, I opened my eyes. There she was with her knowing face, standing right by the door, in the black
room. If I could only have crossed, from the bed to the light switch! But the bed had no sides, and no edges.
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Afraid, I moved to switch on the light in the room. Not sure if she was there, I ran to the first floor. The
staircase was dark, the way was dark. The hall—the kitchen. The house was asleep and the rooms were dark—all
but my room, and myself.
*
“Are you certain that’s the door?”
“There’s only one door. The windows, though—they’re as many as there are women in the world. The door’s
half open, kept that way for girls with a lot of questions. Every time that wicked girl went near the door, she’d see
things that tempted her, but never the whole thing. Whenever she tried to go in through that door, the hinges
swung and jammed shut, and the windows lit up, in such a tempting way. But whatever came in through the
window went out again. Those were the rules of his kingdom. It was the game he played.”
“You’ve really seen them?”
“Yes. Real, whole women. I knew them well enough, but I didn’t look like any of them. He’d chosen them
from different times and cities. They all gathered, around his gate, but no one ever came in, and no one ever left.”
“What about him?”
“He can’t control them all, that’s why he made sure not to lose them. Nothing ever had a clear conclusion (why
not?). It was never one thing or the other.”
“So what are you waiting for?
“To understand the game.”
Today’s my birthday. My mother died giving birth to her—not giving birth to me. From the time my mother
died, they say, she’s been perverse and quarrelsome, condemned by everyone. I never quarreled with them; they
were good people, I knew that. She was stubborn, went into black moods; didn’t look like them at all. When they
made the family tree and hung it in the hall, they drew a woman with a sickle next to her. She never came back
after that night. I suspected they’d killed her, because she killed my mother the day I was born. I was happy she
wasn’t there any more. She was prettier than I was, she looked different from everyone else. I’d win against her in
my dreams, but I never really beat her.
She was strong and didn’t care about things. Everything looked false to her, not serious the way she was. When
she felt herself choking, from the things she’d done, she’d brandish her motto: nothing really matters. She’d call
them the false children, and she knew how to make them confused, how to condemn her childhood in front of
them. If a child did something against her, she didn’t hit back. Instead, she’d choose the right one to stab. She’d
disappear, to get over her confusion, then come back with a dagger in her hand, to paint her future wound for
them. I don’t know that game, I couldn’t play it the way she did. I’d just cry and decide to forget.
She might cry too, but she didn’t forget. She’d come like some soft innocent who couldn’t be managed. She
acted differently, in a way to provoke them. Or so they always said. I was different too, but my ways could be
molded, just like clay.
“Are you alone? Cross the darkness, come over to the light. That’s where they are, celebrating because she’s
leaving them. She was—I don’t know what—and her death was a white cloud. They’re suggesting going out, to
some different space, so go out with them, dance away your pain—singing in a voice that comes out defeated,
frightened by the beating of the drums, which have just been taken down from near the fireplace. Dance for what
was left of her life, of her heart, her tricks and her bad moods, the white clouds she used to move away, stealthily,
so she could shine. Shake off all her defeats. Those faces that surrounded her for so long, till they killed her at last
—let them feel the ecstasy of your dance. Dance, dance, and let her tumble off from you each time the earth
shakes under your feet, each time your shoulder rubs against one of the dancing backs. Get her right out of you—
she made you so wretched for so long! Get her out. They killed her yesterday, and tonight they’ve been celebrating, with white clouds to cover her sinful memory.”
“Laugh, pour your sadness into coarse jokes. That wicked one, the one who made you suffer so much! Don’t
move too far from the fireplace. Don’t go back to that stupid role. Don’t let them cry alone. Drink from them.
They’re coming towards you. Do you like singing alone, on his chest, under a roof you’re able to hang from,
without falling? They’re coming towards you. Leave him, and leave her with him. Celebrate with them, dance on
one foot, for the white clouds covering the memory!”
“I was condemned for something, always.”
“I have to bale out the river of my life, from something!”
“But they’re false things.”
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“I was fated to be condemned. Every bond I had with people, with myself even—they were all brought to
nothing by that woman.”
“You’re still talking about how she was?”
“And I think she was just myself—no one else at all.”
“But you’re different.”
“I’m different, according to different men. But the betrayal’s never any different. It starts with a man who
doesn’t care, and ends with him. Both acts are condemned.”
*
I saw a ghost once, that looked like her crazy image. It was crossing in the darkness, coming towards me as
that half-open door swung. I prayed, I recited verses from the Qur’an, but the ghost didn’t go away. It was a
human being, with a shadow!
Perhaps she’s come back. But why would she come back? She wasn’t afraid of anyone, and she never loved
me, so why would she come back? This time I decided not to shut my eyes, to get a good look at her. She was
standing like a statue, some way off—as if she wasn’t seeing me, and never meant to frighten me. As I moved
towards her, the door banged loudly shut.
“Our story’s a house made of sand. Isn’t it?”
“Things aren’t that bad.”
“Well, how much longer can we stay like this?”
“Think of God.”
“Do you trust our tomorrow?”
“I can’t even control tonight.”
“Will you build another house of sand? Together with me?”
“It will only vanish. The way it did all the other times we’ve met and been afraid.”
“Will our story live on?”
“Our story of tonight?”
“No, our story of tomorrow.”
“I don’t know—”
“What am I to do?”
“Think of God.”
*
Disco fever, a nervous jerk of my limbs, as I lay there on the pillow. Alone! I knew that. But what was I to do,
on a long, hot summer night, but move my limbs to the rhythm of the music you like. He likes everything with
balance, that’s why he always chose Fayrouz.\fn{ Aka Nihad Wadie’ Haddad (1935- ), Lebanese singer } And when I told
him how quickly I grew tired of her singing, how I didn’t like listening to her, he got upset, told me he was
shocked at my taste.
He didn’t really like Fayrouz, I was sure of that. Only, he saw her as the proper banner for people like him to
carry. I respected Fayrouz. I just didn’t like her singing.
I respected Fayrouz, I just had to try and convince him of that. But all he said was:
“It’s just a matter of taste.”
I saw the ghost, wandering by my half-open door. I prayed. It was her. Her features were clear this time, but
there was nothing to frighten me, seeing her like that. My mother had to die giving birth to her; and I had to live;
and she had to go away, after everyone had condemned her. I nearly went up to her. But she vanished as I was
pressing the button on the tape recorder. Next time, I thought, I won’t let her go away. I wasn’t frightened of her
any more.
*
It sounds ridiculous, the way I’m talking tonight. That doesn’t matter. It’s my night after all; besides, the whole
house was asleep and I’d just woken up. Yesterday morning’s sun, in that hazy street, was still burning in my hair.
What did I do yesterday? At nine forty-five in the morning, that is? I didn’t want to spoil my mood too much,
because nothing mattered at all. Even so, the rhythm, of that loud music, provoked all those sleeping in my
memory. They were banging on the door. What did those false children want? I surrendered my body to the music
of the song, I saw myself dancing, I saw them all around me, dropping down one by one. My head started ringing,
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my skull couldn’t take any more. The heat of the sun was still steaming from every part of my body. I was
dancing, and the world, with all its worries, was running off, down my shoulder. I danced, and I saw them
dropping down. I’d trample them with my foot, singing loudly with the singer, as they gathered around me. Hot
blood rushed to my face, and with it rushed all the nights I used to spend in this wretched state. (I was dancing,
seeing them drop down around me.)
“Are you alone?”
“She used to wake at this time, alone. She looked enticing, alluring.”
Come in. I’m here with him, alone, my head hanging down and my face made of clay. I’d hold his hand and
say (that woman wasn’t me): Come in—no one’s going to know you’ve come back, no one’s going to have to
admit they were wrong. Plant your pain in my heart, let my hand seize its burning fire. Let me enter your blind
fires, blindfold. It’s through your madness I live!
Come in, choose whatever kind of tiredness you want for meetings with me. Block his path. Tell him all about
what happened, while he was away. Tell him I got free of the mud that put out the light of my seven moons, that
I’ll shine on you (the light scattered, the way I want it). I’ll open my heart to your kingdom’s destruction. And
when I tumble down, into a dark part of your memory, I won’t mind that, because the fall will be like me. I’m a
woman of turbulent mood. I want utter confusion, with no line or full stop to change its form. When I drop down,
I’ll be alone, and the clouds will stay white!
*
In total darkness, I saw her—she looked pale and sad, downcast and whispering (that woman wasn’t me). She
came closer to you. You sensed her standing next to you. She looked more desirable in the dark. She came closer
to your face, and the night, with all its worries, came closer too. The face was clear, beautiful and real. She came
closer. She almost came in. The loud music stopped. The door banged loudly shut. They parted.
“Did they kill you?”
“A black mud formed, it blocked out the light of the seven moons.”
“Did anyone see them?”
“She was the only one who saw me. My other half, the half that was cast out.”
“Did you feel pain?”
“My place of rest still isn’t dry.”
It was one thirty in the afternoon, they were gathered around the table for lunch. The din they were making
tore the sleep from my head. The door of the room was half open. How can anyone eat that red meat, in heat like
this? It was two o’clock, and the sun was hot, right overhead.
Could I, I wondered, have that heavy soup with them, with the sun beating down on my hot, wet head—just as
if I hadn’t left it by the door of the room?
I decided I’d die properly this time.
252.45 & 252.62 1. Excerpt from The Waste Paradise: “Jeddah Is Sinking” 2. Excerpt from Jahilaha: “Falling
Sky”\fn{ by Laila al-Juhni (1969- )} Tabuk, Tabuk Province, Saudi Arabia (F) 9
1
The car stops in front of the house. There is a sandy open space full of children playing, their clothes are dirty
and they look tired. As I get out, the contents of my heart begin to spill; my familiar looks and manners, too, are
left behind in the small black car behind whose steering wheel sits Hassan Imam.
Small ships of cloud cleave the sky’s waves and above my head a flock of doves hovers. But there are no
clouds or birds in the sky above the house towards whose door my footsteps are taking me. The house is not
covered over with a coat of grubby white plaster, worn in places, nor does it seem forsaken and cast out. But nor
is it surrounded with friends, children, or trees.
For a moment I hate it.
I press the button on the doorbell on the far left of the door. A shadow moves behind the peephole, then the
door opens onto a forty-year-old woman whose features betray an austere and unsympathetic nature. I leave the
daylight behind, soon to breathe its last, and enter. As I walk along the bare passage the shadows of various
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objects lie prostrate around me: curtains, broken chairs, heaps of cushions, scattered games, piles of newspapers
and magazines, broken wheels, and small wooden chests.
Click, click, click. The sound of my heels clipping the bare tiles ring out and my heart contracts as I picture the
white tiles, patterned with colors, to be young souls, shattered, wounded and destroyed.
I wish the woman wouldn’t attend me with such a stern expression, but her face is frozen like a rock and her
dull eyes pass over everything quickly as though she deems nothing worthy of her attention. Oh, if only she would
give me her full concentration, if only for a few minutes.
“Please.”
She points towards a side room. I enter and go to the only sofa there, which is covered with some pale gray
frayed material, and sit down. On my right a locked cupboard stands alone like a secret crouching in a corner, and
that’s all there is except for a lamp hanging from the ceiling of the room emitting a dim light.
“Please, give me a few minutes and I’ll be back.”
She goes out and I stay in this room where there is nothing more alone than myself. I run my fingertips over
my stomach, rumpling my green silk blouse. The noise it makes seems strange in the silence. It’s not like the
sound of trees whispering in an empty corridor or my bracelets rustling when I move my hand, but a sad and
obscure sound that I can’t quite describe.
I press my fingertips down a little. Perhaps I am clasping you. Then I stop prodding and leave my hand spread
out over my stomach, completely over you. Perhaps it is the last time I’ll touch you and last attempt to say I’m
sorry.
“Come.”
The woman’s voice takes me by surprise. She is standing over me. I follow her to another room. The passage is
almost entirely dark; on my left a door is open and inside that room I see two children playing and hear loud
music coming from a television out of sight. She opens the next door, and smells from my dreams and nightmares
drift towards me. As I enter I’m struck by the coldness of everything around me: a floor as bare as my soul, the
woman guarding the door, a wooden stool, a long bed covered with some off-white material, and a table on the
top of which are set out a pair of scissors, scalpel, small tube, a syringe, some medication, a cotton bandage and
some muslin.
She takes my cloak and removes my clothes. She helps me stretch out on the bed and puts on a pair of rubber
gloves, while my eyes search the room for a window or skylight through which I might watch the sky, clouds and
birds but fail to find one. She parts my legs and her hand moves toward me.
“No anaesthetic?” I ask.
“Anaesthetic is only used for sewing up the vagina!” she says coldly, without raising her head to look at me.
Her hand enters, and the sea turns its face away from Jeddah. I hear the flut tering of broken wings tumbling
down nearby and hold in my screams. The woman’s expression does not change at all. She will have run her
fingertips over your face, touched you. Oh, where are you now, my child? In her hands or still attached to me?
She reaches for her scissors, the next instrument she will insert.
“No!” I say trembling.
She ignores me and inserts them. The pain stuns me. I know you are angry with me. I know I am damned. And
I know the first to damn me is this woman here, who has plunged her scissors into my flesh, ripping it apart.
I turn onto my back and stare at the ceiling It dissolves before my eyes and flies away. The sky seems bluer
and the clouds scattered across it resemble holes in lace. Lace.
*
That night I was dressed in black lace. He was enchanted by me, or else I was a fool:
“Let the sea be our witness and the candles our proof,” he said.
How many candles did we light? One, two … ten candles. The salty sea air engulfed their fumes as he wrapped
his arms around my waist. The breeze put the candles out one by one and darkness spread its cloak over the
world. No moon in the sky, we were alone on the palm beach. Alone but for the mad frenzy of love in the sand,
amidst waves whose white crests perished beneath our bodies as we came together in a long deadly kiss. Mysterious lights twinkled in the distance and the darkness once again clamored, but I couldn’t make out how far we’d
slipped, how far the waves had carried us away from human life. It was as though there were nobody in the world
but us. No people, no lights, no cars, only a row of empty beach cabins, that seemed dream-like for a moment, and
the waves that caressed my neck and set me on fire.
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“Oh!”
“Take me.”
*
I bite my lip. The woman takes the small tube and inserts that too. What else is left to insert? I close my eyes
but this time do not think about the past. I am thinking about you.
“Have you removed it?” I ask.
“Not yet. I’ll secure the tube then inject this medication into it (she signaled with her eyes). After that it will
froth a bit and you’ll feel some pain.”
“More pain?” I cry out, staring at the ceiling, which this time does not dissolve.
How should I picture you now? How can I sleep tonight if you are still attached to my insides and will remain
so for the next few days? I wanted to return home without you. I’m suffering for you and crying over your perdition, and mine too. I wanted to … to what? What is left for me to want?
The clouds. Where are the clouds? Where is the sea? Where is my Jeddah now? The Jeddah that clamors with
streets, people, neon lights, small restaurants, crowded markets, strange cars and curious faces.
That coquettish, beguiling Jeddah. How powerful her charm! With a single look she is able to bring clouds to
rain on me. She is able to lay herself bare for the sea in the evening. If I approach she gathers up her sons, leav ing
only the villains, and leaves them for the sea to grow angry or weep and strike the rocks on the shore, tormented
and aflame.
Jeddah is a woman like me. But she is much cleverer than me. She does not hand her keys over to anyone. She
has many admirers and each believes he knows her. But they only know one face. They are seduced by the one
visage Jeddah grants them the key to, as she diverts their attention from the others.
Where is Jeddah now? Am I not one of her keys? Does she not want to grant me to any of her admirers so that
he may love her to death, or perhaps to the pen? But perhaps Jeddah does not like her hidden secrets to be written
about. She, like me, is dazzled by purity, but when her heart is stained she does not contemplate death. Rather, she
casts off the stain completely and moves on without looking back, just as she cast me into the hands of a woman
whose instruments are entering me one by one: the scissors, the tube, and now the enema she is injecting into the
end of the tube as pain surges through my blood.
I moan for a few moments. She gently moves my legs, stretching them out on the bed. At first the fabric
irritates my tired legs. I stare at her as she takes off her gloves. The expression on her face has not changed much.
She takes a handkerchief and wipes my brow and, at that moment, I realize that I am drenched in a sea of sweat
though I can’t feel it. She pulls the cover over my body:
“You must rest for a little. You’ve begun to bleed.”
The blood has begun your funeral cortege. The blood is a sea without boats, without coasts, without desired
remote beaches. The blood has a strange smell that fills my nose. As I fix my eyes on the ceiling I count: one, two
… ten candles. The sea carried them away as we embraced, moaning amidst the silence of our oblivious uni verse.
I dug my nails into the flesh of his arms as his lips hovered over my face and a tremor impelled me to more
madness, to cling tighter to him under the dark of night as the waves gradually rolled back. The coastguard drew
near sending out signals, but as he passed by we neither shifted from our spot nor even interrupted our embrace.
The woman stretches out her hand, offering me a glass of orange juice. As it approaches my lips the smell of
oranges floats out and a strange desire to cry on someone’s chest sweeps over me: my mother Khalida. Oh, what
would Khalida say and do if she knew about all this? And you, my child, are you still angry with me? I won’t
drink the juice. What comfort can juice give me when I’m losing you bit by bit?
Oh God, how will I sleep tonight?
The woman gathers up her bloodstained instruments. She disappears for a little while and when she returns
looks at the glass in my hands. Her eyes soften a little. She approaches and with a handkerchief wipes away the
drops of sweat that are streaming like small rivers down my temple and neck.
“Will he forgive me?” I cry out spontaneously, breaking into sobs.
“I didn’t want to get rid of him but there are bigger and more important issues than my personal wishes. I don’t
know how to make him understand that I love him and that getting rid of him is the right thing to do. Will he
understand?”
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I look into her eyes. For the first time I can make out their dark brown color. They twinkle, though her lips
remain shut as she gazes at something behind me. I stretch out my hand with the glass and she takes it. My clothes
are put next to me, and she goes out without turning around.
The sound of my heels clipping the floor seems louder out in the passage: click, click, click. I can’t decide
whether it is my anger or the anger of the small phantoms lined up along the passage sending their curses to the
heavens.
*
I wipe my tears and the door opens onto the hubbub of the street which I scarcely hear. Hassan Imam is sitting
on the bonnet of the black car idly smoking a cigarette. There are no longer any children playing in the sandy area
that he crosses slowly. I don’t know where these sounds have come from: these fragmented cries and obscene
words scattered around me, this high-pitched clattering noise, these sounds of doors opening and closing, and this
laughter, mad laughter that fills my ears. The ground is spinning … God’s curse is on you! A wounded dove is
bleeding on the sand and a rose lies trampled.
At last, Hassan Imam snatches me up in his arms:
“Are you okay, Madame Saba? Madame, I hope you’re feeling all right. What’s wrong? Has something
happened? You’re not your usual self today. You’re almost yellow and your eyes have lost their luster.”
I give way to sobbing as I feel the warmth of the person beside me. I don’t want to talk, only to cry. What does
Hassan Imam know about his “Madame”? Since when did he notice her lusterless eyes?
“Where are you, oh God? Where are you? Why are you leaving me to this world that glowers at me?”
Through the car window I stare at the faded blue front door. No steps lead out of the heart’s gallery; no grief
can leave it. The blue color retreats into the distance and is soon merely a small detail in the wider picture. Tears
flow from my eyes and turn bitter as they reach my lips.
And you, my child? The blood is still conducting your funeral cortege.
“The medication will dislodge it,” she said. “It will froth a little and then you’ll feel some pain. The part the
water dissolves is just congealed blood and that’s all the little bit that doesn’t dissolve is too. Goodbye.”
Bang. She shut the door behind me. The world too shuts its doors; even God averts his face.
*
And Jeddah!
She is still buzzing, exactly as I left her before I disturbed her secret cave. Neon signs, towering buildings,
markets, alleys and narrow roads empty of vegetation. Sometimes, names crowd the streets. Names everywhere.
You read names on signs and on maps that you never hear people talk about. Occasionally, the names are foreign,
unusual or ridiculous: The Doctor, The Apple Tree, The Poet’s Songs, The Brown Boys, Peace.
Everything is over now. It came to an end quickly, like festivals and spring days in Jeddah. From now on my
child is no more than a lump of mangled sinew that I must examine before I surrender him to the garbage bag
“Oh God! Will even you, my child, end in the garbage?”
It’s dark. All these lights cannot penetrate my flat soul. People are like phantoms imprinted on the car window.
Emaciated phantoms, racing by exhausted. Names race past rapidly. Everything races past rapidly except pain and
sorrow. My soul is suffering; it has lost everything, lost the most beautiful thing.
Half way down the road to happiness the magic carpet changed into a snake with four fangs, coiling around my
heart, cracking it, before tearing to pieces its four compartments, crammed with many innocent things—for I have
now understood how innocent they are: my dreams, books, excuses, lies, and the drawers of paper I don’t find the
time to sort out, all swim around in chaos. There’s always chaos. There’s always confusion in the nooks and
crannies of my heart, and of my head too.
Nothing now remains in the compartments of my heart except darkness and a tomb-like melancholy. Jeddah is
now no more than a large tomb; the same is almost true of my ribs. Jeddah, the eighth continent, is sinking in the
salt of my tears little by little; her names, people, sand, buildings and all her minutiae. She is sinking and I,
speeding down the long Corniche Road in a small black car, the continent’s other visage undiscovered except by
the rooster who pierced her heart and thus set the water seeping, am sinking with her. Jeddah’s sand, walnut trees
and ivy trellises are sinking into oblivion, as are her seagulls, books, papers and even the people who built their
houses on Jeddah’s borders and who, like the mariners and fishermen, sing to the melody of a simsimiya.\fn{ A
home-made four-string lyre}
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I and my beloved are in Paradise
The rose has settled on us

Everything is over now. Everything has sunk into the abyss, even the lost Paradise. Paradise is found in
heaven, not on earth, and is for prophets, not sinners. Paradise is running from me. Everything is fleeing, ending,
vanishing, dissolving like a paper napkin in water, like the soul in tears, or tears in water.
I close my eyes but what’s the difference? In the dark things are perhaps more repugnant and disturbing. The
car resembles a wild horse galloping, galloping, galloping. Would that it stumbled and this all be over.
God has failed you, O Saba. You, who are mistress only of hopes! Is there any greater disappointment?
Blood. Only blood remains, seeping slowly. Blood, the musk of martyrs and the color of roses. For some time,
my child, we have communicated in one language only: blood!
The world around us will also soon be unable to communicate in any other language. Here, we have arrived at
a dead end; there is no sign pointing which way to turn next. Where do I want to arrive in the end?
Jeddah’s roads all lead somewhere except the one I’m trying to escape on. They are sometimes wide,
sometimes narrow. They clog up at the sea and around trade centers as they clog up in front of me now as I sink
into the depths of perdition, alone. I sink to the bottom. There’s nothing behind me except a stream of bubbles
rising to the water’s surface where they too disappear: blob, bob, lob, lob, blob, bob, lob, lob, blob, bob …
2
… “Was he dead?"
That night, as the excitement washed over him, he heard a sound that made him shudder, and when he looked
at Malik’s body curled up on the worn asphalt—alone and defenceless, struck down without warning—he knew
that all the water on earth would not be enough to wash away the sin he had committed.
As the mental image came back to him, he cried, sobbing like a lost child. Many years ago Sahar had cried, yet
her tears hadn’t moved him at all. At the time he’d thought his unconcern was due to his strength, and anyway
he’d done nothing wrong to feel responsible for. Everything had happened as she had wanted.
Yet now he understood that it had had nothing to do with strength, only with cruelty. He’d been cruel, with that
little devil’s heart that had continued to lead him on until it brought him to this abyss.
Was Malik dead? How could he know whether he was dead? Lina? When she looked at him that night as his
mother bathed his head with water, praying to God and weeping, he was afraid she might understand, and escaped
to his room. How could he ask her, plead with her even, to tell him whether Malik was alive or dead?
If Malik died, he would die too. Likely enough they would take revenge on him; and when the news got out
people would spread rumors and add the evil of scandal and disgrace to the evil he had already committed.
“Oh God! Oh God!”
He broke into tears. The weight on his chest became heavier and heavier, a burning lump was choking him and
for a moment he felt as if he couldn’t breathe. He didn’t notice his mother coming in, all he could feel was the
pain in his head where he’d beaten it against the wall. Then he saw her, her face buried in her hands, crying and
rolling her eyes up to the ceiling with a look of burning rebuke.
If he died his mother would die too, for she had made him the pillar upon which her life rested, and no sooner
would it break than the sky would come crashing down on her head. She still did not know what he had done, yet
even if she found out she would understand why he had done it and forgive him.
He looked at her as she sat in front of him, paralyzed and helpless. He wanted to curl up, to go back to being a
foetus in her womb. Did she have to give birth to him? Couldn’t she have miscarried him as she had miscarried
others before him? He smelt the fragrance of her body mixed with her perfume. She smelt like a mother.
Then an idea leapt to his mind, he didn’t know how it came but come it did and it devastated him: perhaps
Malik hadn’t died, perhaps he had a mother weeping for him as he lay there, un conscious, unable even to realize
that she was weeping over his head.
*
Lina started backwards in her chair. She’d spent the whole night reviewing the details of her existence, only to
see it now collapse before her eyes while she was incapable of lifting a finger. Even crying was beyond her. All
she could think of was Malik’s face in the Dar Al-Iman Intercontinental Hotel with his unkempt features and sad
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beauty. She remembered how she hadn’t told him that his unkemptness gave his face a certain air, an air she
couldn’t define but found attractive.
What harm would it have been to tell him? To have kissed him so he could know what her touch was like? Yet
she hadn’t kissed him but gone to cry in the bathroom alone. Now her brother had told her he’d hit Malik, and
perhaps he was dead, and she was unable even to shed a tear.
“If you don’t want to hurt me, then you mustn’t die,” she had told Malik, so how could he die now without
telling her beforehand? He had called her the afternoon of the day Hashim hit him, and he hadn’t said he was
about to die! They’d chatted a little and he’d told her he was going to reopen the subject of their engagement with
her father.
“Look after yourself,” he told her, as he always did.
And so he’d said goodbye, yet she hadn’t told him to look after himself, because it wasn’t her habit to do so.
And even if she had said it, would her words have interposed themselves between him and death?
Death?
Death!
She’d seen death many times. Death had no need to make any appointments. How could she have imagined
that Malik would call her to inform her he was going to die today or tomorrow? Or that he’d died yesterday but
had only found the opportunity to tell her today?
“Oh my God!”
She saw her father’s face and remembered she was in her own room. She didn’t know when Hashim had left,
or when her mother had followed him, though she could make out the sound of her crying and muttering. And she,
why wasn’t she crying?
“Lina, are you all right?” She looked into her father’s face and saw there everything he had told her in the past.
Had she made a mistake in loving a black man? Had she committed a sin against God or mankind? She had
loved a man, a man with a heart of gold, and hadn’t even looked at his color. Her brother, however, hadn’t looked
at anything but his color, and punished her for it.
“People will only look at his color; they’ll punish you and I don’t want you to suffer,” her father had said,
unaware that her brother would be the first to inflict that punishment. She hadn’t known it either. The right side of
her head began to throb with pain. How many times had she complained to Malik of her constant migraine, and
he’d tell her to stop hurting herself? Yet she had been hurt and not inflicted pain on herself.
“Lina.”
She considered the tone of her father’s voice and realized he was almost prostrate with concern. She looked at
him, hoping her face wouldn’t betray her inner commotion, then switched off the computer she’d been working
on, stretched out on the bed and drew up the cover, a strange coldness closing around her heart. Then she looked
into her father’s eyes and said:
“Dad, I want to sleep for a while.”
He knew she wouldn’t sleep, just as he knew that she wouldn’t speak. He withdrew softly, switching off the
light and closing the door behind him.
How kind the darkness was to her when it brought her Malik! She saw his face in the shadows engulfing the
room: his delicate eyebrows, the yellowish hue of his wide-set eyes with their thick curling lashes. She saw his
broad nose and his generous lips, and that deep scar an old wound had left on his chin. The scar had always
fascinated her. It was so deeeeeep, she could have stretched out there and slept her fill without anyone waking her
to say:
“You’re disturbing the dead, look for somewhere else to lounge about.”
Did she now have to think of him as a corpse lying in the back streets of Medina in order to understand all of a
sudden that her love for him had become partially buried under heaps of grief, although in fact he wasn’t dead?
Was it necessary for someone to kill him for her to be sure that love was alive and beating in the depths of her
heart, and that she had simply lost the way to get there?
When had she stopped telling him she loved him? And why had she stopped? Something inside her had abated
since he had surprised her with the story of Sakk al-Ghufran. Her yearning, tenderness and passion had all abated.
She fell ill and did not recover quickly. Then this shock had come to make her understand just how much she’d
given up.
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She’d surrendered to the silence stretching cold and broad between them; she’d surrendered to the birds of ill
omen pecking at her words and sending them back whence they had come; she’d surrendered to the growing
distance between them. And she was unable to resist the painful feeling that he had disappointed her.
He’d called her often since the middle of the month of Shaaban. He’d ask after her and tell her he loved her.
He’d tell her that he missed her, that he missed their being together to laugh and chat about the sordidness of the
world. He wanted her to go back to being as she used to be, because he was still the same as before. He wanted
her to try—just to try—and forgive.
But she didn’t go back as she had been, and she didn’t forgive.
She talked to him listlessly. Even when he broached the subject of their engagement with her father she felt no
joy. It had become a duty, neither more nor less than a duty. She convinced herself that she wanted to be with him
for the sake of the past and not for the future. She was faithful to everything that had developed between them and
for that reason—and no other—she could accept their union.
It seemed strange to her that their motivations for their relationship were so patently different: on his part, so
they could be together as he had always dreamed; on hers, to give meaning to everything that had happened,
because the future—everything that was to come—no longer concerned her, it was no longer hers. She had
refused to let him touch her in the Dar Al Iman Intercontinental, and that was enough to convince her that
something inside her had broken, that it was no longer as it had been and perhaps never would be.
“Oh God!”
How could she remember that and overlook the fact that death is capable of resolving what, under normal
circumstances, seem to be the most irremovable and stubborn opinions? Death unsettled her every time it had
crossed her path, and here in the darkness of her room she realized she may never recover from the terrible
sensation of having been so cruel and stupid.
Since mid-Shaaban she had been wondering what Hashim might do. She didn’t tell Malik that Hashim had
seen her as she was leaving the Kaamirii, or that she had found him going through her things and reading the
letters they had exchanged over the years. She hadn’t even thought of telling him.
Why should she? She believed that Hashim would take out his anger on her. Yet her own cleverness betrayed
her, as it had quite slipped her mind that her brother was a coward who, unable to confront her directly, would
look for circuitous paths by which to punish (or educate) her.
If only Hashim knew that he hadn’t merely hurt her, but broken her to such an extent that she could no longer
weep. Her eyes were dry, her heart full of grief, and her soul restless as she prayed:
“Look upon me, God. I implore you, O God, save me from this situation. Lift this heavy burden from me and
protect me from the lurking evil that might make me reject your justice. Take my hand, O God.”
She closed her eyes, but darkness had descended into her soul. A sharp pain began throbbing in the right side
of her head and when her stomach started churning she realized the migraine was going to be particularly strong
this time. Yet no stronger than death, which had come so unexpectedly, as it always did.
*
“Is he going to die?”
She was walking bemusedly along the corridor while her father sat in a white chair, head bent and muttering “La
hawla wa la quwata illa billah.”\fn{There is no power and no strength save in God} In her anguish, she kept
walking in and out of the room, without it occurring to him to lead her out of the hospital before she went mad
before his eyes. Yet she would have gone mad, her entire life would have collapsed if she hadn’t gone to the hospital.
Every time her father had visited the hospital over the last two days he had refused to enter the room where
Malik was lying. She could see a profound sadness in his eyes but didn’t grasp that he was afraid, afraid of her
reaction, afraid of the moment in which she realized that there was no hope.
Was hell looking at Malik as he drifted unconscious in a world she knew nothing about? Why did they say he was
in a coma? He wasn’t in a coma. He was tired. So tired that he’d dozed off and no sooner had he rested than he would
open his eyes again. All she had to do was to sit by his bed and wait for him to come round then help him become his
old self while her father sat on the cold white chair waiting and praying that she wouldn’t lose her mind.
“Lina, Lina, Liiinnnaaa, how beautiful your name sounds! How did your father come to choose it? Lina, Lina.”
Yet her name had died since Malik stopped calling it; and his name was going to die too, shrouded in a white
coma. Who said comas are white? Color! Oh color! What have you done?
“Is he going to die?” The doctor pressed her painfully on the elbow.
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“Stop worrying,” he said. She looked at him sorrowfully and replied:
“But you don’t know him!”
“You’re so stubborn in you opinions,” Malik had once told her.
She had given him a petulant smile and raised her eyebrows, and he had admitted that there was nothing wrong
with being obstinate as long as the subject called for it, but that it was a provocation when it was stubbornness for
stubbornness’ sake.
All right, but why was she thinking about her stubbornness now, in this room unfamiliar to either of them, and
while he lay there unconscious? But, then, what should she think about? About the first time that he, tired and
confused, had met her to tell her he loved her? When was that?
“Oh God!”
Afterwards she had spent many sleepless nights. She found it strange that she could feel everything going on
inside him; that she was aware of the words hanging on his lips every time he called her without uttering them;
that she found herself giving him time to say those words, drawing out the conversation and inventing excuses for
him to call her back, and other little tricks she was embarrassed to have used, simply because she felt what was
going on inside him.
No sooner would he say “I love you”, she had thought, than she would smile and relax back in her chair. But she
didn’t. The words seemed different from how she had imagined them, and when she finally heard them she too was a
different person, a person unable to smile or to relax back in her chair. Her limbs became cold, she felt as if her neck
were paralyzed, and looking at his face she was certain that he hadn’t slept for nights, that he had struggled for a long
time before sitting down in front of her and saying:
“I love you, Lina. I’ve tried, but I can’t endure it any longer. There’s nothing around me that doesn’t remind me of
you. Two days ago I was thinking of you while stopped at the traffic lights. I think about you all the time, but there I
remembered your laugh. Why? I don’t know, but I didn’t notice the lights had gone green and I didn’t hear the cars
hooting behind me.
“Just think! I swear to God I wasn’t on this earth, I was somewhere else, somewhere I’d never heard of before I met
you. Can you imagine? I had run away from everyone and everything in order to be alone with you. I feel as if life is
ridiculing me, and you know why? Because I have often made fun of lovers in films and soap operas and in songs, and
now here I am doing and saying what they do and say. Make fun of me, Lina, go on, make fun of me, perhaps God will
punish you and make you love me.”
She had bowed her head, overcome by a sense of solitude (how she hated that feeling) as various sensations and
thoughts swirled through her mind. Nothing, however, frightened her so much as the thought that she might find
herself alone in the eye of the hurricane. She remembered how, some days after that evening, she had glanced briefly
into his eyes and seen there all the occasions she had spent alone:
The time she had stood in the ruins of Bab al-Majidi with the bulldozers screeching around her.
The time she received her secondary school certificate.
The time she had seen the runway lights through the porthole of a Boeing 747, as the plane flew over Jeddah
where she was to start her studies at the King Abdulaziz University.\fn{Founded in 1967; named for Ibn Saud (1876-1953,
King and founder of modern Saudi Arabia, the third Saudi State to be founded in the Arabian Peninsula (self-proclaimed from 1932, his first
victory in that area coming to him in 1902 when he and a few of his relatives succeeded in capturing control of the Masmak Fort in Riyadh:H);
the other two States lasted from 1744-1818 and 1821-1891 respectively.}

The time she had entered the hall of residence for female students.
The time she was seized by a strange fit of crying on the night of 17 January 1991.
The time they told her that her grandmother had passed away, and the time she stood among her classmates
wearing graduation robes and smiling despite the fact she was thinking about her grandmother under the earth and
asking herself what would be left of her after all those years?
The time she saw Sharaf’s body being devoured by flames, and was so paralyzed by shock she could do
nothing.
All those moments, and many others, she had spent alone with no-one at her side to talk to. What she wanted
was not someone to tell her that her feelings were good or bad, but just to be lis tened to, yet she was always unable to get the words out. She was afraid someone, anyone, might notice her agitation and the weakness it left in
its wake, so she resisted to the point that she was convinced she didn’t need to talk to anyone about her innermost
anxieties.
“Are you looking for my sincerity in my eyes?” Malik asked.
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She felt the blood rushing to flush her face and ears. It irritated her that her agitation should make itself so
obvious and very much wished she was one of those people whose faces hide their inner torment from the outside
world.
“I’m obviously upsetting you. Lina, I’m asking you for nothing except to be yourself. I’ve got a lot to say and
I’d like you to hear it before saying yes … or no.”
She smiled, merely to prevent the situation becoming overly dramatic. Later she told him as much, and he
laughed and said he hadn’t noticed. She found it fascinating to observe his discomfort, the little movements he
made, the way he pronounced his words, turning first towards her then away from her.
“Why not?” she replied.
“Thank you.”
Hearing that, she felt a slight inner pang. She didn’t want him to feel grateful to her. They must be equals from
the start, she thought, not one side giving and the other being grateful. She considered he had the right for her to
listen to him and understand, so she added quickly:
“Don’t thank me. I still haven’t said what I have to say. You might come to regret having thanked me.” For a
moment he seemed surprised, then he smiled and said:
“Ever since I met you I knew you were unique.” She smiled and answered:
“I can’t stay long, I’ll wait for you to call.”
She left him at the table of the coffee shop on the ground floor of the Sheraton and walked away without
looking back. She could hear the sound of her footsteps on the marble corridor as she made her way to the door
and thought perhaps it was all a dream, that she’d never met him and he hadn’t said what he said. Yet the smell of
his tobacco and his perfume filled her nostrils and followed her all the way to the car.
“He loves me!”
A tense silence stole over her as dread began gnawing anxiously at her stomach. She was not afraid of love but
of herself, for she realized that she wouldn’t just sit there and love him under the im mobile shadows of hypocrisy
and double standards which hung over life around her. Often she had tried to escape from them, and from the
fierce resentment she had to face because she wouldn’t accept the things other people approved of without
discussion.
Yet she had never once tried to change their lives. Oh no, never had she become embroiled in any idealistic
attempt to change life, but had contented herself with trying to escape intact with her own beliefs, and now that
escape was leading her to her death. Her relationship with Malik would reveal the shortcomings of life in her
country, ripping away the gaudy silken veil covering all that mediocrity, and no one would forgive her for it.
For she realized as she walked away from Malik that—if she continued along the uneven road of love—she
would have to pay a double price: first because she had torn away the veil, and then because she was a woman.
278.183 Excerpt from Fatma: A Novel Of Arabia\fn{by Raja Alem (1970- )} Makka, Makka Province, Saudi
Arabia (F) 9
1
There was a blue cast to Sajir’s handsomely sculpted lips. He was possessed by blue devils.
Sajir grabbed Fatma by the elbow and yanked her down the dark alley beside the decrepit stone building.
They skidded to a halt in front of the trash cans. The porter, a towering Yemenite, stood there with his mouth
open.
Fatma loosened her grip on her elegantly embroidered abaya. The hooded, shroudlike gown slipped down
around her waist. Her hair tumbled to her knees. Her breasts were lovely.
Sajir was panting so hard he could barely get his words out. His wife’s beauty infuriated him.
“This woman … this woman is a curse!” To make his point to the porter, he grabbed Fatma’s arm and
twisted it sharply.
“Don’t you ever, ever let her into this building again. Never!”
He shoved her down the steps at the front of the building. Fatma landed on the street and rolled in the
dust. She sat up immediately, her long hair mashed under her left but tock. She felt nothing—no anger, no
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humiliation. She was a crumpled black tent with a bit of embroidery on it. Numbness seeped through her
arms and her chest. Her heart was frozen, her feet were getting cold.
The stone parapets, ranked like soldiers along the roof, looked down and studied her. There was no traffic
this time of night, so the discarded woman was free to sit in the middle of the street as long as she liked. She
might have been a broken statue piled on top of the trash that never seemed to get picked up. The Yemenite
porter steadied himself and resumed looking at the street with a cool professional eye. He was a kindly old
man.
A spark of rage twinkled in the statue’s eyes. Fatma got to her feet, left her abaya in the street and walked
away. The black gown was a cold mask between her and the gaping world. She cast it off without thinking,
though she knew that nothing would make her husband more furious than her publicly uncovered body.
The porter picked up the abaya and walked after her.
The road was dark, endlessly dismal. Fatma walked on for several minutes before she became aware of
the porter trying to drape the abaya across her shoulders without touching her, begging her to wear it. He was
trembling; the black cloth slithered in his arms like the mysterious creature it was to him. The bright words
embroidered on the silk nagged him in a language he did not understand. He could feel their awful power in
his bones.
Fatma’s spark of defiance faded. She sagged and sighed and with a blindly automatic motion she covered
herself. The coolness of the silk sent a shiver through her. She told the porter to go back and leave her alone.
He looked over his shoulder, hesitated, then moved away.
Fatma walked toward the lights blazing on the main road. She blinked at the blasts of wind from the cars
whooshing by—they were just like the hissing demons that possessed her husband’s soul. Sud denly
exhausted, she stopped and let the lights wash over her. Twenty years a wife … twenty years of marriage,
twenty years in prison …
She had no idea where to go or what to do. She had no one to turn to. She’d fallen away from everyone
she knew, even her father. She’d never had time to cultivate friendships with other women. For twenty years
she’d been married to that … that poor excuse for a man who kept her a prisoner in that old dump of a house.
A year or so ago, when her father died, she’d counted the times she’d seen him over the past twenty years.
Three: the day she got married, the day he first got sick, and the day of his funeral.
She thought for a second about Najran, her faraway, faraway homeland. She switched off the image like a
too-bright bulb.
The enormous porter was back, following her at a discrete dis tance, making sure she didn’t throw herself
under a speeding car. Nothing was further from Fatma’s mind. Twenty years of not even set ting foot on a
dusty street—now she was taking a bath in dust and noise and light, and she was enjoying the rush, the crazy
motion.
Very few drivers passed up the chance to honk at a silk-robed woman standing in the middle of the road in
the middle of the night. The horns startled her, but she stayed where she was. She tried to study the
expressions on the faces of the drivers. They were doll-like, all looking straight ahead as if hypnotized by the
same spell. And they wore the same impersonal mask as Sajir when he lowered himself on her and pushed
into her.
The Yemenite stood tense as a boulder at the edge of a cliff, watching her with his dark, liquid eyes,
waiting for the thump of her body under a car. He was ready to jump, but modesty kept him too far away to
have a chance of saving her.
She stood there for an eternity, eyes fixed on the cars, all kinds of cars, especially the red ones, red as the
devils that grabbed her when Sajir came to bed wearing that grillwork mask of his. Twenty years, night after
night, Fatma faced that mask. Twenty years she fed it, washed its rags and went to bed with it. Twenty years
of being treated like a thing, trampled.
A red car whizzed within an inch of her. She looked down at her arms. Her skin was breaking out in red
and blue welts, as if Sajir were pouncing on her. She watched the devils creep up her arms. More horns blew.
The Yemenite inched closer. He was saying something Fatma couldn’t catch.
Then his voice took on a rehearsed tone, strangely soft. He wasn’t exactly talking, he was chanting a
prayer, a very old prayer used to calm wild animals. The ancient sounds quieted Fatma. The waves of
confusion ebbed; she could see things now, not just the lights. She wanted the Yemenite to keep singing. She
turned her back on the tooting horns and lifted her face toward his chanting. The bruises faded from her
arms. She wanted him to go on praying forever.
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“Don’t be frightened,” he said. “I know a place where you can hide. Come on, get out of the light, get
back in the shadows. You’re not the sort of woman who …
His words hurt her head. She wanted him to sing his prayer again. But he kept talking in human words.
A car pullcd over. A young man got out and strode up to the Yemenite.
“Leave that woman alone, you moron. What do you think you’re doing, following a woman on the
street?”
The Yemenite dropped back. The young man’s shoulders were high and tense as a hawk’s; he looked
ready to hit.
Fatma was frightened, but she was fascinated by his compact fierceness. Though he was very young, there
was something about him that seemed to have woken from a distant time. She felt warmer, and her warmth
reached out for him. He looked at her anxiously.
“What is a lady like you doing out on the street at this hour?”
Fatma saw his face clearly for the first time. She was stunned: he was the exact replica of her secret
friend, the companion who stood beside her at the stone wash basin. She asked herself if her secret friend
was real or a mirage in the desert of her isolation. She no longer knew.
“The lady is not alone,” the Yemenite said. “I’m her servant and I am escorting her home.”
The guard’s eyes widened in a plea for confirmation. Fatma was too tongue-tied to do anything but nod.
The young man relaxed.
“Well, if you need a ride, I’m at your service.”
“No, thanks,” the Yemenite said. “A taxi just dropped us. Our house is down this street … not far.” He
took Fatma’s elbow and steered her toward the house, leaving the young man staring after them.
A man like that, Fatma could tell what he was thinking. She knew he wanted to be sure they made it home
safely. A man like that, a gallant defender of a lady’s honor … yes, he was the very image of her secret
companion, so like the figure on the brass urn in her father’s kitchen, the hero holding the lion-flag.
The memory lapped over her, softening her, making her young again. She felt seventeen, fresh, facing life
for the first time. Her husband loosened his grip and let go of her. His cold mask faded away. She was
seventeen …
2
She was sixteen. She was thin, dressed all in purple, and her legs were trembling.
She and her father, Mansoor, had no women relatives, and so it fell to him to dress her for this occasion.
All through lunch she could feel his distance. It dawned on her that this man, her father, was the last in his
line. He was sixty-eight, maybe seventy, but he had actually lived only two or three years of his life. His taste
for solitude was so strong that it kept him from living.
The women in Fatma’s family outlived the men. Her grandmother, the legendary Shumla, was the queen
of longevity. Shumla had lived forever—or long enough, at least, to witness the passing of every man in the
family: twelve brothers, thirty uncles, hundreds of cousins, and the dozens of husbands she kept marrying.
She’d given birth to a son, Fatma’s father, when she was, by conservative esti mates, a hundred and fifty
years old. The son was utterly devoted to her, even in his dreams. Fatma’s father had no interest in women
other than his ancient mother.
When he was twenty, Shumla married him off to a friend of hers; the bride was seventy. She died giving
birth to Fatma at the age of one hundred. Grandmother Shumla named the child Fatma, meaning “The
Nurturer,” or “Nurse” for short—as in, “the one who nursed your own mother right out of this world.”
Shumla believed that Fatma was identical, spiritually and physically, to her mother.
“That’s one mistake I never made,” the old woman said, “having a girl. Leave it to a simple little girl like
you to destroy one of our long-lived women.”
It was only last year that Shumla finally dropped her guard against death. Fatma never understood the
passion for life that raged in women like her. Confined to their rooms, hardly ever rising from their beds on
the floor, what did they have to live for? Grandmother Shumla was such a battler, though, always able to
look death in the eye.

72

This much Fatma did understand: her grandmother enjoyed hearing about men dying. She ruled a
kingdom of dead men; she fed on their deaths. Their dying was her solace, her sustenance in an end less,
miserable life.
When the family left their tribal home and moved to Mecca, Shumla lost everything she loved. She had no
herd to care for anymore, no fields to wander in, only the cagelike rooms of her one-story house.
Every morning she spread out her reddest carpet and held court for the neighboring women. One of the
women volunteered to cook for her, another said she’d clean the house—anything to please this regal
personage. Shumla told jokes, offered criticism, bestowed compli ments, and in general drew out the best in
the women. She said whatever crossed her mind without fear of offending her young admirers. One morning,
rather lightheartedly, she announced,
“Ezrael, the angel of death, sleeps under my bed. He’s always been there, I keep my eye on him. I fool
him by marrying strong men.”
The woman smiled at the wicked joke. They wanted to be friends with Shumla because they knew that in
addition to the angel of death, she also kept a stash of magic cures under her bed. Whenever there was a
problem with someone’s love life, the old dowager would sit down and mix her magical leaves and powders
into a strange-smelling dough. Her potions never failed to purify the heart and other vital organs.
“Nothing should block the passageways of love,” Shumla advised. “The fire of love has to burn freely, it
has to consume your flesh. Otherwise the fire will go out and you’ll lose your lover.”
The women gathered closer, famished for her wisdom.
“No matter what,” she went on, “never entertain lovers when your organs are sluggish. Because this will
make a poor impression and weaken his desire.”
Shumla was utterly shameless when it came to discussing the most intimate matters. Concerning the
sacred rules of cleanliness she advised,
“You don’t want anything to spoil the scene, no unwanted odors. So be careful what you eat. Whatever
you eat, it should only enhance your pure, natural scent. If you think about what kind of smells your lover
likes—not to mention other activities—you’ll learn a few things that can be weapons for you. Take advantage
of them—vary the use of your weapons. And remember, there are rules of varia tion. Animals use their
instincts to sanctify the earth with their breath and sweat and pee—whatever has the power to mark the soil
and tweak its interest. It’s no different with you and your partners.”
Whereupon she retired to her bed and the company of Ezrael, the angel of death.
One day Shumla entered what she called her “period of purification.” She embarked on a fast, subsisting
on honey from bees that fed solely on acacia blossoms. After seven days she exuded the fragrance of wild
acacias. On the seventh night Ezrael, the angel of death, left her bed. Shumla could not bear to see him go.
She got up and walked blindly after him, leaving her headdress behind.
The neighbors found her sitting regally in the crotch of a nabk tree looking toward the horizon, toward the
great mountains of her homeland. When Fatma saw the contented look on her face, she thought of something
her grandmother used to say when sniffing the first breeze of morning:
“Smell the acacias. It is the call of the mountains of Shummer.”
Mornings and evenings Fatma sat with her grandmother for hours waiting to catch the scent of the
acacias. Shumla’s cheeks were framed by jet-black curls blowing in the acacia breeze, and the scent of acacia
from her own body marched forward to meet the breeze. The mountains of Shummer, she told her
granddaughter, rose in the north, far, far away, in two great parallel chains, one called Aja, the other Sulma.
Aja and Sulma were famous lovers who had run away from their tribe—Shumla’s tribe—only to be captured
and killed, then transformed into huge mountains. So the lovers stood, facing one another for all time,
singing songs whenever winds or shadows passed over them.
The happy look of anticipation on Shumla’s face as she told this story was the same expression she wore
when entertaining suitors. It was the look of a grand lady destined to reach the land of undying love.
Shumla arranged to leave the world as simply and purely as she’d come into it. The scent of acacia
thickened when the neighbors covered her corpse, completely dressed in green, with stone slabs. She was
free at last from life’s limitations. She took with her all her potions and secret formulas, which increased the
feeling of emptiness in her wake. Her ministrations were sorely missed in every lover’s bed.
*
Mansoor, Fatma’s father, came home after lunch. Fatma’s hands were wet with dishwater when she
answered the door. Her father stared at them as if their wetness meant they were excessively alive.
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“Take a shower.”
His voice was flat. He seemed relieved just to get the words out. Fatma could barely control the ironic lift
of her lips; he’d never said anything so intimate to her.
“And put something new on,” he said. “Something presentable.”
Now he sounded bored. Fatma was getting interested.
“You are old enough to get married,” he said. “There’s no point in postponing it.”
He left. He returned with a young man whose presence filled the small room despite the fact that he kept
looking at his feet.
Fatma had been sitting there for three hours, immaculately clean. She was ready for this scene to end.
Whenever she glanced at the young man, who was dressed entirely in white, he looked at the floor. Her
father looked at the floor too.
Only Fatma, the sixteen-year-old girl, seemed to relish the delicate moment. She liked the idea of sud den,
drastic change. Somehow she knew that her fate permitted no truce with life. Little Nurse Fatma, descendant
of the Queen of Longevity, was ready to become a bee in the hive.
She glanced at the handsome young man (he had the darkest mustache she’d ever seen) and trembled. The
trembling darkened the folds of her purple dress. What were they waiting for? The twi light was dimming.
Her skin was getting softer.
There was a knock on the door. Fatma’s father exhaled loudly, grateful for the interruption. He turned
sharply and signalled his daughter to leave the room: she was to stay in the kitchen while he re ceived the
visitor.
When she got up to leave, she felt a jolt; the young man was looking at her. She sucked in her stomach
and straightened her neck, elevating her breasts. His eyes roamed her body. She turned and faced him. He
nearly spilled his drink, but kept looking at her, paralyzed by the quickness of her girl-woman’s body. For an
endless minute, while her father’s back was turned, he stared. Fatma couldn’t bring herself to look into his
eyes. By the time she got to the kitchen she was shaking.
The voices of three men came clearly from the other room. It was strange to hear voices in the otherwise
empty house. One of the men—a sheik—was reciting a marriage contract. The other two voices, her father’s
and the young man’s, were replying as witnesses to the contract.
Fatma sat on a low stool listening to tight knots being tied in her fate. Her gown puddled on the bare
concrete floor. She held her head high, but her belly was sinking into the pit of the universe. For several
minutes she listened, though she soon lost track of what the voices were saying. She was concentrating on an
old brass urn, the only bit of decoration in the house.
The urn was small enough to hold in one hand and it was engraved with images of the Seven Heavens,
their skies inlaid with silver knights dancing and fighting in various poses. The half-human-half-bird bodies
of the knights made Fatma’s cheeks and hands feel warm. All through her girlhood and adolescence they’d
been her only friends. For Fatma they were the very embodiment of power. Tenderly, for the last time, she
touched them.
They came alive. The tiny urn roared with war cries and shrieks of joy. The knights undulated on the urn,
dancing and fighting, moving fast, slowing down, moving faster again, bodies lithe and threatening, pulsing
against the bright curtain. The curtain had been there, blinding the window, for as long as Fatma could
remember.
She fingered the motes of dust and the sparks hissing in the knights’ sweat. When she touched the knights
themselves, they flared like lightning; the lightning shot into her. She felt impossibly alive. She smiled hazily
and focused on the exquisite figure holding a flag in one hand and a lion’s tail in the other. The lion was
soaring, cloudlike, above the knights. Fatma had been three years old when it came to her that the flagbearer’s name was Noor. She petted the stretched-out lion with her forefinger.
Her father came into the kitchen. She snapped out of her dream, blushing purple as her dress. Everyone
had left, her father said, except her husband-to-be. When she returned to the other room, her fiancé regarded
her gravely, as if offended by her dreaminess.
It was Fatma’s duty to accompany him to her new home. She moved numbly toward the door of her
father’s house. Mansoor handed her a wedding gift, a plain black abaya. The cowl was so finely woven that
for a second she thought her father wanted to please her. But it was only her grandmother’s abaya; her father
was complying with Shumla’s wish that the gown be handed down to her granddaughter.
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The silk caressed her hands. She was about to inspect the fabric more closely when she realized she had
been left alone again. It was her most familiar feeling, this silky solitude; it was her life.
She remembered the abaya from the earliest days of her childhood. It was the most treasured item in her
grandmother’s wooden trunk. It had never left the bottom of the trunk, never been looked at or touched,
never seen the light.
*
Fatma felt in a vague sort of way that she was a flesh-eating flower, or maybe an animal brimming with
energy. Ever since she first became aware of her body, she believed that as soon as she was touched by a
man, the animal part of her would spring to life and her inner self would be revealed. She’d been waiting for
a sprinkle of rain to shatter her shell and unleash torrents of passion.
She followed her husband down a dusty road, oblivious to the dust and blistering heat. She was lightheaded with anticipation of a great transformation, floating along with her eyes on her new life, a life of
human contact. She would be changed from a wild and wicked plant into a human wife. Though she shivered
in fear of the plant or animal or savage creature inside her, she couldn’t stop thinking about all the things she
was going to learn about the devil-plant.
She was led to an old one-story house built of the grayest stone she had ever seen. It seemed a suitable
fortress for her handsome groom. The house regarded her with the indifference due to a peasant bride
wearing a simple purple dress.
She followed her husband into a dark passageway leading to a still darker room. This darkening, she
thought, was a preparation for her grand entrance. She came to a heavy door. The door opened and she
stepped into a foyer. She was breathing fast. There was a room on the left. The door on the right was closed.
There were two other doors in front of her, one leading to a kitchen, the other to a narrow bathroom.
Her husband motioned toward a bed lying on a carpet on the floor. He sat on the edge of the carpet. Then
he knelt down fervently, like a man no longer able to hear a sound he’d been listening to. He stared at the
blank wall in front of him as if gazing at a terrifying apparition.
Fatma sprawled lazily on the bed—what was he afraid of? She nuzzled his back, warming him. He edged
away from her, keeping his eyes on her face, transfixed by its flower-softness. He bent over quickly, as if
drawn to her against his will. He kissed her and kissed her again, and again.
Fatma slipped into a sea of nameless terrors and pleasures. The world was quaking, her mind was floating
away. Her secret self was breathing, swimming toward the surface.
Just as she was reaching out to embrace him, Sajir tore himself away from The Nurse. He pushed her
down, jumped on her, spread her legs in the middle of the bed, and split her softness.
Fatma froze. He plunged brutally into her, battering the gate of her soul, breaking it open, smashing her
tenderness and wrecking the path that led to the face she’d wanted to show him, her true, hidden face.
So the rules were set. Sajir would go on forcing himself on his bride, breaking her, burying her wild
flowers under scars and heaps of rage.
She could not understand where his rage came from. Could he be the avenging angel of all the men her
grandmother had consumed in the heat of her passion to live so long? Had Fatma inherited the an cient
dowager’s vindictiveness along with her passions? Was she being punished for the old lady’s sins?
3
There wasn't much space to move around in. The house amounted to two rooms, one of which she was
forbidden to enter. Sajir had left early carrying several bottles filled with liquid in different shades of yellow.
He’d made it clear that she was not to go into the east room. She could use only the kitchen, the bathroom,
and the room where she’d been crushed last night.
Fatma was not curious about the forbidden room. She had no interest in anything but her dreams. She
thought about preparing her grandmother’s abaya for embroidery. For some time she circled the bedroom
aimlessly before taking refuge in the welcoming black silk.
She opened her grandmother’s ebony sewing box, the one thing she’d managed to save from the days of
her innocence. There were no scissors, but there was plenty of thread in many sizes, though all of it was
insistently dark. She separated the dark shades of blue and green from the nearly black shades of blue and
green.
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The third time she glanced at the forbidden room, her eye caught a flash of silver in the sewing box. She
used the silver thread to embroider a circle on the cowl of the abaya. The cloth around the circle rippled,
reaching out to the needles and thread in the sewing box. She hesitated about working on the lower part of
the gown.
Then she came to a sudden decision: the best place to start would be the edges. She would define the
borders between black and white and all the other colors. In this way she would limit the kingdom where
black, and only black, had reigned for so many years.
She stitched a delicate border of letters on the hem, the cuffs and the neckline. The darkest thread she
reserved for embroidering a mountainous world teeming with miniature life.
She felt a sting of longing for the old urn. But it was too late for sweet memories. Her pain poured into
the ranks of knights on the black mountain of silk. They seemed to be rising, following her fingers.
*
She was putting quick stitches in the hem when her husband re turned and headed straight for the
forbidden room. Before she could blink he was inside. She smelled a strange odor. Sajir stepped out of the
room, locked the door, and stood next to her. She felt dizzy, she was seeing things.
He wanted her again. She lay down, aware only of the strange odor enveloping her. His sweat had a
desperate, blind animal reek. The smell aroused her. She arched toward him. He recoiled, got to his feet and
went back to his room.
*
Over the next few days the room became a nagging mystery for Fatma. She needed to know the source of
the peculiar odor.
On the sixth day of her marriage, Fatma’s curiosity turned into an unruly demon. The next time her
husband opened the door to the forbidden room, she slipped in behind him.
The door opened on hundreds of blank eyes. The eyes were hiss ing at them. Fatma and Sajir stood
speechless.
She was looking at a collection of snakes, a whole tribe of them. Dimly, she began to understand that this
room was her husband’s snake farm. It was crammed with cages large and small, and in the cages were
snakes of all colors and sizes, slithering in unimaginable patterns, goggling at her, all of them at once. They
stared blankly, as if their eyes were merely decorative, subordinate to other, more accurate senses. Fatma was
so spellbound that she didn’t feel her husband’s anger or hear his hissing when he pushed her out.
Standing in her bedroom, away from the blank-eyed kingdom, she realized that Sajir must be milking the
snakes and extracting their venom. She recalled her grandmother’s stories about the soothsayer of her old
tribe, the wizard who had dedicated his life to taming the untamable, to cultivating the invisible world,
rendering tribute to all the worlds, human and otherwise, harvesting remedies for human sickness, and
maintaining nature’s balance of peace. In the tight circle of the old tribe, all creatures were respected, all had
their place in the encampment and the pastureland, all contributed their share to the general well-being.
*
Married afternoons: Fatma sat watching her handsome, ominously distracted husband. Sajir spent most of
his time soaking dead rats in a pail of water. The stench overwhelmed the kitchen.
After draining the rats’ remains from the pail, Sajir brought in a box of frogs, miserable looking corpses
that seemed somehow aware of the indignity of sharing a watery, foul-smelling grave with rats. He stirred the
frogs into the rat-broth (they twitched as if startled) and left them to soak. In an hour they became rats in
smell and taste. With a satisfied look on his face, Sajir served the snakes their tasty midday meal. Fatma
broke out in gooseflesh, shuddering to think what might happen if he decided to turn a human corpse into a
giant rat.
But Sajir was concerned only with the medicinal properties of his brew, which he stored in a large gray
bottle. Tucked away on a high shelf, the bottle haunted Fatma’s dreams. She dreamed about pud dles of rat
broth, oceans of rat stew. She dreamed that the rat juice was swamping the city and changing everyone into
rats—the true objects of her husband’s desires.
She wondered what would happen if a drop of the liquid fell on her skin. Would she make a nice meal for
the staring snakes? Her spine shivered in anticipation; she knew for certain this was going to happen. The
vile juice sat on the shelf, lurking like a sinister cloud ready to explode.
It took Sajir seven days to cook enough frogs in his kettle to pro vide the red and black snakes with the rat
juice they required. By the end of the week all the swill had been consumed and it was time to start the
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soaking ritual again. Every Thursday Sajir started soaking his dead rats again, disguising the frogs in their
distilled essence, and replenishing the supply of rat juice.
*
The first time Fatma entered the forbidden room, she had been blinded by the sheer force of life. The
feeling was as subtle as it was strong; she’d opened her hands and sensed the radiant power clutch ing her
fingers.
Morning light entered the room from the east. There were windows along the top of the south wall, so the
whole day’s cycle of light and shadow played itself out in the room. The effect was of a com plete universe
rising and falling, constantly changing. Fatma sensed that snakes needed this feeling of the planets’
movements; they liked the mingling of motions and the exchange of gifts between different sectors of
creation.
She never felt alone when she sat in the room, never exiled or excluded. She was surrounded by a small
world of tree limbs, rocks, boxes of sand and sawdust, even a miniature swamp. A plump gold snake curled
lazily around a large block of quartz, pressing the tiny wrinkles in its pure white belly against the gleaming
rock, possessing it. The embrace struck Fatma as so intimate that she had to close her eyes and turn away.
*
Seven nights after Fatma first entered the room, a Great Horned Black escaped from its cage and slithered
into bed beside her, moving like satin across her skin. She was delirious with pleasure when she felt its bite.
The burning sensation shot deep inside her, and she passed out.
Sajir couldn’t be sure if the scream came from his wife or the snake. She cried out only once—something
between a shriek and a hiss. He saw the Great Homed Black crawling away from her. It was the deadliest
snake in his collection, and the most valuable. Though he knew it had bitten his wife, he couldn’t bring
himself to kill it. Paralyzed as if bitten himself, he watched in horror as the Black moved back to its cage,
gliding, glistening wickedly, leaving a trail of slime and dark droplets that filled the house with the sharp
scent of musk and amber, especially in the room where Fatma lay. There the smell seemed very peaceful.
The snake curled up in its cage, drawing its coils tighter and tighter until its blackness seemed about to
burst. The scent of amber grew stronger with each twitch of the snake’s coils, swelling and tight ening the
knot of the creature’s ferocious passions.
Sajir had seen enough magic for one night. He ran to the cage and snapped the door shut. He was
sickeningly aware of the futility of this action. One look in the snake’s eyes told him that the snake had the
power to escape whenever it chose.
His bride needed looking after. Skilled as he was with venom, Sajir knew that nothing could stop the
Horned Black’s poison. Fatma was sure to die. No one had ever survived the powerful venom; one drop was
enough to kill an elephant.
Sajir felt he had no choice but to disburden himself of the victim. He ran barefoot into the night and didn’t
stop till he came to the house of Fatma’s father. The old man received the news with a numb blink and
followed his raving son-in-law back into the night. They arrived at the foot of the bride’s bed and stood there
sharing their helplessness.
They waited a month for her breathing to stop. At first it was a loud crackling in her chest, then it
subsided to a rattling sigh, then a smooth breeze sweeping through her body. The father and the hus band felt
almost soothed by the breeze.
Then Fatma entered a phase they could not fathom: they were unable to tell whether she was dead or
alive. She lay there like a ghost, not uttering a sound, not even a sigh. But when they touched her to see if
she was getting cold, their movements stirred her and she would start to breathe again, very softly. Then she
sank back into some invisible satiny world where she seemed to need no air at all.
The snakes’ cages went strangely quiet, as if the wild creatures un derstood the struggle going on in the
bride’s body. It was as if they were waiting for the final battle—all except the Great Horned Black, who
seemed to be asleep, lost to the world. Or perhaps he was lurking, ready to strike again. The snake looked at
once drowsy and dangerously alert. It was watching. It was sinking into its own special darkness, gathering
its blackness and concentrating it all on Fatma. Over a considerable distance, through thick stone walls, and
through the shadows in the rooms, the snake could sense with reptilian clarity every shiver or blush of
warmth in the body of its victim.
Sajir felt a double sadness: he realized he had lost his most precious creature, the source of his most
powerful poison. When properly diluted, its venom produced a broad range of medication capable of curing
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the most pernicious maladies. Undiluted, the venom was death itself. He shuddered to think of the pure
poison coursing through his wife’s veins. The father shuddered too.
Both men were anxious for Fatma to die. No one was permitted to return from the terrible hell where
blindness mated with death. The bride must die, otherwise she would turn into a freak, a changeling whose
very existence would constitute an affront to nature. The men pooled their weakness and willed her to die.
She lay serene under the fever’s assault. The men felt assured by her pallor; blueness about the lips was a
sure sign that the end was near. The blueness spread and darkened.
To the men, the changing colors on Fatma’s skin were shadows of death’s hand. They were torn by
conflicted feelings—dark joy mixed with hate and jealousy. They were thrilled by the image of death
radiating from the blue hand, but at the same time they hated Fatma for forcing them to stand around
interminably and witness her agony.
The fever broke at night. The crescent moon was shining like a knife in the sky, the bride’s body was
showing incontestable signs of death. She was dark blue, not breathing at all; she was nothing but an evillooking lump of sapphire sculpture. Mansoor was relieved when his touch failed to stir his daughter. Finally
he could go out and make the funeral arrangements.
Sajir was in shock. He spent the night staring into the eyes of the Great Horned Black, which were turning
to onyx. But the snake was not there to amuse its breeder in his bewitchment; it was somewhere in the
sapphire body of the bride.
The father returned at midnight, panting with the effort of carry ing the funeral finery; it hadn’t been
nearly so much work to marry her off. He doubled a long sheet of white cotton and spread it over her slender
form, scattered dried roses in the coffin, fetched a bucket to soak the sprigs of glasswort in, and fumbled in
his pocket to be sure he had enough camphor to write Cod’s name on his daughter’s fore head. Sajir, who had
been watching all this, returned to his disturbingly silent snake. The father was obliged to perform the
washing ceremony by himself.
He stood by his dead daughter’s feet feeling sick, sweating with sin. He felt in the presence of a curse; he
believed that this washing, the act of purification, was somehow sinful. He wondered whether to continue
with the ritual or just wrap the changeling corpse and dump it in a ditch behind the house, or bury it and
erase all trace of the wicked thing and the evil it contained.
It seemed sinful to treat it as human. It was in no way human. It was a bewitched thing lying some where
in the middle distance between what was human and some other, shocking sort of existence. The distance
frightened him. He sensed that to lay hands on the arrangement of his daughter’s transi tion to a world he
could not see might cause him to drown in that world.
Yet there was a magnificence to the body stretched out before his eyes, a lethargic beauty in the aura
around the deathbed. And the scent of musk was spreading like the mist of life itself, or the memory of an old
song, the echo of a once-living woman remembered musically, reviving a life never fully lived.
Suddenly, standing at his daughter’s feet, which had turned the darkest shade of blue, Mansoor detected a
change in the atmosphere. The air was heaving rhythmically, breathing in time to the music of his daughter’s
body. He shook himself to get rid of the wicked sensation. He knelt over the body and went ahead with the
washing ceremony. Then he froze again, thinking:
This is a bad thing to do. She has been cast beyond the pale, she is no longer a creature worthy of human
consideration, she is evil—evil forever and ever. There is no sense thinking otherwise.
Nevertheless he knelt, trembling. He uncovered his daughter’s magnificent sapphire corpse and carried it
toward a bare wooden bench. The skin was satiny on his forearms. He felt overwhelmed by the body and laid
it down in a hurry. He sprinkled a few drops of glasswort-water on her black hair.
*
Fatma’s sigh came from the depths of creation.
In no time she was sitting up and blooming. Her sapphire skin turned ruby-red, then paled to a rosy glow.
Her arms and legs rippled like the limbs of an enchanting nymph, no longer a girl but a seduc tive woman
overflowing with life. She looked around; there was an unmistakable erotic twinkle in her eyes.
When Sajir heard the father’s chokes and gasps, he rushed to the washing bench. He was stunned by his
wife’s voluptuousness. He recognized the sudden awareness of passion in her, but he could not un derstand it.
He glared at her wriggling.
The message was clear: she was the most dangerous kind of snake, a woman-snake, and she was about to
rise from her coils and strangle him. Sajir summoned his coldness and all his other weapons. He knew that he
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would have to tame her before he could plant his seed in her. And he would have to be very careful about
how he tamed this snake.
*
The next few days brought Sajir more disappointment. Once again his favorite snake escaped from its
double-locked cage and crawled into the water basin. The rough stone sink had been sitting at the foot of the
east wall for as long as anyone could remember. It was white, square-shaped, set two feet into the floor, and
cut from a single block of flint.
It seemed always ready to accept a series of sacrifices. In fact, Sajir used it to cremate snakes who were
too sick to save. The basin glowed wantonly in the fires, as if happy to feel the burning flesh. And when the
fires died, it shone more brightly, having sucked some evil power from the flames.
Sajir studied the Great Horned Black coiled in the middle of the basin. Its skin was showing cracks and
fissures. Every morning there was another oozing purple crack. The snake was falling to pieces, erupting
from within, its scales and spots loosening and floating in a great dark circle. Clearly the snake was mortally
ill, or suicidal.
Sajir hoped against hope that it would pull itself together and spare him this terrible loss. The snake was
one of a kind. The Great Horned Black figured prominently in occult manuscripts, where it always ap peared
genderless and without a name. Its venom was a syrup of seven different colors, from each of which many
remedies could be concocted. This snake was the source of Sajir’s biggest profits.
It had come to him of its own accord, having appeared one night shortly after his sixteenth birthday, just
as he was entering puberty. Sajir’s father was still alive at the time and eager for his son to carry on his trade
of mixing venom. But Sajir proved to be a disappointment. The more his father watched his efforts with the
reptiles, the more he felt that the lad lacked the largeness of spirit needed to get the snakes to relax and
release their poison.
With the arrival of the Great Horned Black in their little house, however, the father changed his mind. The
appearance of such a unique and wild creature could only augur well for his son’s future. Indeed, a Great
Horned Black meant prosperity for the whole family. By the time his father died, Sajir had mas tered poisoncraft—not in a very creative way, but mastered it he had.
Now the Great Horned Black was leaving him, withholding the favors it used to give so freely. Sajir knew
that it was foolish to ignore any sickness in the snakes. Certain diseases were contagious and could infect the
entire collection if he failed to take quick and effec tive action. A mortally ill snake, or a snake who had a
mind to kill itself, had to be sacrificed on the spot, burned alive—otherwise the others were likely to follow
its morbid lead.
The Great Horned Black continued to deteriorate, sinking deeper and deeper into the shadowy hollow by
the east wall, but Sajir kept putting off his final decision. A smell of smoldering amber filled the room,
causing him to wince at the thought of incinerating his magical fountain of money. The stench was becoming
intolerable. The snake's skin continued to split into infinitely fine pieces, as if waiting for something
definitive to happen. The other snakes, repelled by the stench, coiled up as tightly as they could and kept to
the shadows. Sajir knew he had to act if he wanted any of them to survive.
The ninth night after Fatma came back to life, the bride sat up in complete silence and stillness. Shortly
after midnight, the stench of amber drew her into the snake room.
As soon as she crossed the threshold, the stone basin burst into black flames that flickered in the eyes of
the snakes and danced on Sajir’s sleepy eyelids. He jumped out of bed and saw the whole house pulsing with
light and darkness. The scent of musk was soaking into the walls, into every crevice, wip ing out the stench of
amber, assimilating its power.
The musk was coming from Fatma; her body was saturated with it.
From that night on, wherever she moved, the scent of musk was all around her. She was possessed by its
perfume; her very flesh seemed a distillation of its mist. …
252.51 1. Blonde Grass 2. Statistics: Two Short Stories\fn{by Mohammad Hassan (1979- )} Riyadh, Riyadh
Province, Saudi Arabia (M) 4
1
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When I learnt of my father’s death, I played football until my feet were sore. I did not know of any other way
to mourn his death, except to play football in the space of that square-shaped field whose walls were worn clean
of paint at least ten times every summer and winter, ever since I rolled my uncontrollable ball onto it for the first
time. It was the only way possible to trigger in my breast the gasps for air that befitted the terrible shock that had
stunned my young brain.
I would kick the ball against the wall, and it would bounce back and I would kick it again and again. It was not
until I had kicked it hundreds of times that I realized the wall was not going to swallow the ball, it would always
bounce off, and heaven was not going to annul what it had decreed. It would never reconsider.
I sat on the grass, whose edges the summer had begun to nibble away, and allowed my ears to be inundated
with the heavy sound of the mid-afternoon call to prayer, thinking how my father’s hand would no longer lead me
to the mosque again, and that from now on I would be going to God alone. I hugged the ball, tenderly rubbing my
cheek against it and smelling the fragrance of its leather mixed with the paint of the wall, the wilting grass and my
salty tears.
The ball was the first to have witnessed the beginning of my long grieving, and it alone could understand my
mourning. That I did not doubt one bit! Was it not the only thing that I can kick and hug at the same time without
it being punctured by this strange behavior?
I was walking close to my father, who had been walking at a fast pace ever since I entered the main univer sity
avenue, my eyes riveted on the pavement’s square tiles, each one of which I stepped on to get to the lec ture hall.
My mind was swirling in the whirlpool of ideas that usually preoccupy the mind of a student before a lecture.
Suddenly, that polished white object came rolling into my field of vision, a splendid ball more expensive than
the one I had dreamt of in my childhood, especially after my father passed away. When I stopped it with my foot,
it turned out to be even more attractive not in motion. The six wide squares of the ball’s surface were like six wide
eyes glancing at me from below; it caressed the sole of my foot as if it were an old friend.
I did not wait for the ball to flirt with me any further; I lifted it up qui etly with one foot, and it bounced up to
my hand. When I held it close to my chest, hugging it with both arms, I felt my heart beating fast as if I had just
scored a goal. As I looked up, I saw the university women’s football team warming up on the open green space—a
group of blonde women kicking tens of bouncing balls with their white legs, the sunlight glancing off eleven
golden ponytails.
I handed the ball to the girl who came to collect it; she thanked me and I returned the greeting with the best
friendly expression my English could allow me to say.
*
My punctured football remained under my bed for a whole twenty years. The bed was replaced many times,
but neither the ball that was under it nor the boy who was sleeping on it changed. I still remember when I bought
the ball in such photographic detail that no time cannot alter.
For my father, the ball was like an expected daughter about whom both of us had to make many promises to
each other—some of which I abided by, others I broke. He had promised to buy me the ball if I learnt the chapter
in the Qur’an, al-Mumtahina.\fn{She That Is To Be Examined, chapter 60} I committed it to memory in a single day, and
in return I promised not to lose the ball, break the hall light or the car window, or play ball in the street.
He took me to the nearest shop after evening prayer. I saw his hand, on which the marks from the feeding tube
were clearly visible, take a fat wad of notes from his pocket, from which he selected a black ten- riyal note and a
pink five-riyal one which he handed to the shopkeeper. Holding my Dad’s hand, I carried the rough ball under my
arm, my face breaking into the biggest grin in the world.
I forgot al-Mumtahina, along with many other chapters of the Qur’an. I broke almost all the electric lights in
the hall and the left-side wing mirror of the car. I played long games in the street, especially during prayers on the
nights of Ramadan, in which my interest had waned since my father passed away. My mind had been be guiled by
that ball with which I used to comb the street and dribble past the boys’ thin legs, one after another, declaring
through the eloquence of my feet that I was the best and they were no match for me—the king of football—with
my colourfully laced shoes, which I had invented myself and which became a short-lived fashion in my district.
I broke all the promises I had made to my father, except one: I never lost that ball.
Sitting on a chair by the window at a lecture, I began to watch the team’s pre-match warm-ups through the
thick glass. The female team members stood in two parallel lines kicking the ball in response to the coach’s
whistles. I thought: there is a particular angle that the legs of a female player just cannot reach, which makes it
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seem as if there is some kind of natural obstacle between football and women. Is this the case, or is it just because
I was not accustomed to seeing a woman play football until this morning? There is no doubt that their soft feet,
molded by high heels, do not really master the language of football.
I bit my bottom lip when I saw the women players block the ball with their chests during the warm-up match.
What does the breast have to say about that, I wonder!
I did not learn much from that lecture; even the lecturer’s repeated comments about my continual looking
through the window did not dissuade me from glancing at the players. A longing for the ball had suddenly begun
to surge up inside me, and I felt a slight tremor in my feet as though they were getting ready to receive the ball.
The warm-up game that was taking place in front of me was changing into a small orchestra, as eleven blonde
obelisk-like women sprang up from the grass, with the ball traveling between them like a white cloud. I touched
my knees, but there was no response. I did not know why they were so calm.
*
I had never imagined that pain in the knee would be any less sharper than in other parts of the body. In my
ignorance, I used to believe that a knee was nothing more than just a lifeless bony curve.
When I hit my knee against the iron pole in high school, so acute was the pain that I thought I was in the throes
of death, and I wept hard even though I had celebrated the growth of my moustache just a few months before. I
did not pay much attention to all those eyes watching me on the school’s large football pitch. I had dodged all the
players and when I slammed into the pole in so huge a field, the whole world shrunk and turned into a vio lent
storm that shattered the bones of my knee beyond recognition.
I underwent surgery twice, after which the doctor said that my knee would never regain its former state, for it
seems my kneecap had been dislocated and full articulation lost. From the doctor’s words I understood that
football was a thing of the past for me, but I did not grieve over it very much. So sharp was the pain that it made
me hate football along with its deceptive enticement that had led me to collide with the pole and to burst out
crying in front of two hundred students, and left me with a furrowed and deformed knee like a type of camel.
When I was able to walk again, my mother’s anguish died down, but she never stopped repeating the phrase “a
blessing in disguise” in my presence.
*
On the morning of the following day, I was sitting on the edge of the turf, beguiled by the spring that had
suffused the whole of Portland, and by the blonde obelisks and the grass which never dies. I asked the elderly
coach for permission to take part in the short friendly matches played by both male and female students, and he
agreed; so I put on my shirt, ignoring the five-year-old pains in my knee. I missed the ball several times, maybe
because it was too slippery or because I was too heavy. I made a few unsuccessful attempts to dribble past the
girls, the purpose of which was to send messages about my glorious past as a football player, but fifteen minutes
into the game I was panting, and after another fifteen minutes had to sit down to draw breath and over come my
coughing.
Looking down, I allowed my eyes to wander in the small space between my crossed knees and my arms. I felt
so out of place. There is a big difference between the matches played in my district during the month of Ramadan
with the Qur’an read every day and those the blonde women play on the turf of Portland with a soft football.
I resumed playing, chasing away the cloud of an unjustified sadness. I ran after the ball which some of the girls
had been chasing, and when I got close to them, I glanced at them and slipped. For several meters I was trav eling
horizontally towards the ball. My eyes, which were looking downward, caught sight of many things. I saw the sun
so close to the university church, a blonde ponytail arched in the air like a gold umbrella. I saw beads of sweat
running down her throat, her breasts shaking, her feet glued to the ball kicking it high into the air, her colorful
shoelaces, and, as she jumped past me, I caught a whiff of her blonde perspiration mixed with the pollen of the
surrounding trees.
The ball was already some distance away very near the goal; as for me, I was thrown off the pitch.
2
According to statistics, the average life expectancy in Saudi Arabia is around seventy-five years. This means
that my father can die any time; and after I graduate from the university five years from now, it is very probable
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that my mother, my two paternal aunts and my grandfather will all be dead, which in turn means that by the time I
graduate, I will be an orphan, and with only half a family.
Even if each member of my family outlives his life expectancy, there will be no doubt—and this I must take
into consideration from now on—that in the year 2015 many faces that greet me every day in the family will have
disappeared. After dividing up my father’s inheritance, which is supposed to be between six and seven million,
among myself and my five brothers, my share will be at least one million.
The probability that my father might lose all his money before he dies is not a strong one, due to my Dad’s
belt-tightening policy; likewise, the probability that the country’s economy will slow down and that the rial will
drop is a remote one because this has not happened in recent times. Moreover, the forecasts of economic analysts
on some US web-sites and the stability of oil prices are very comforting. I think I need not worry too much about
finding a job when I graduate, which is why I see no reason why I should study engi neering. I will therefore study
the field I like most—painting.
Committing one’s thoughts to paper can sometimes be a bad idea, for these lines have triggered a great deal of
arguing, anger and blame on the part of my older brother who is suspicious of this corrupt, materialistic view of
my future as well as of the rigor with which I am building my hypotheses and plans for the distant future.
What is strange, though, is that I had never heard the word “materialistic” when he was urging me to study the
engineering which would later enable me to earn a fat salary; nor did I hear it during my silent lis tening to my
brothers’ discussions with my father on any of their joint projects. My father, having recruited all my brothers into
his company, was certain that I would join them and that I would not break away from the rule that had
successfully enticed all five of my brothers before me.
My father, who will die in about five years, is a great man! I cannot but appreciate his intelligence, and his intuition which is right most of the time, and his wisdom in running this large male-dominated house. I have a
feeling I will be grief-stricken when he passes away, but I am unlikely be mourning his death for very long as the
rate of those whose mourning turns into a long pathological depression after the death of their loved ones is still
low, and limited to widowhood and bereavement. It seems that the thought of losing one’s parents has always
haunted children’s expectations, and I am certain that my older brother shares this feeling, too, no matter how
hard he tries to conceal it in our squabbles with one of those ancient human masks, accusing me of materialism,
harshness and emotional recalcitrance. I also believe that my older brother will die in about thirty years’ time.
I do not deny that the worst decision I have ever made in my life was to take up painting. I have been deceived
by this fleeting passion which came upon me when I was in high school, imagining myself as that hand some artist
whose beautiful love looks over his shoulder to contemplate her face drawn with utmost precision on the white
canvas. It took only three or four such fantasy images to reach the decision that would affect my whole future.
I had forgotten to look for statistics on the number of those who had taken up painting as an area of
specialization with ardent zeal, and who after a while had lost this passion. This mistake has cost me two years so
far, and if I decide to change my specialization now, it will cost me, in addition to the two wast ed years, the
trouble of having to endure hearing twenty or thirty expressions of the kind “I told you so.” uttered in various
moods and tones and with meaningful glances from my five brothers. How stressful this is!
I must find a statistic on the number of those who, half way through their specialization, lost heart and decided
to give up, and those who discovered, when they graduated, that it had all been a mistake. I believe this statistic
will greatly inform my decision. The two years to graduation mean that I could be awarded a degree in painting a
full year before my father passes away; and if I cannot find a good job, I would have to work in my father’s
company for sure, which would also give me the pain of having to hear many expressions like
“Didn’t we tell you so?”
Furthermore, my father, who has only three years to live, does not seem to suffer from any illness; nor does he
display symptoms of any disease. This means working many years in the company alongside my brothers with
only a degree in painting. This is impossible! A new plan must be found, but this time with utmost accuracy.
If I graduate from arts college two years from now, I can afford to waste a whole year on the pretext that I am
looking for a job. I might even claim that I have had some job offers which I turned down because I did not like
them. Then I will sell my car. Some of my savings and the money from the car will be enough to travel for a year
or two to America or Europe on the pretext of pursuing higher studies. I will, of course, say that the university has
sent me there to study. Once there, I will try to remain jobless and out of the university because I will not be able
to pay for my education. Then I will return to my country.
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I believe faking a degree that will convince my brothers, who might be curious to see it, will not be too
difficult for an artist like me. I can then hang on for another year on the pretext that I am tired of studying abroad
and am looking around for a job to suit me. By then six years will have elapsed and my father must have died,
because by then he would have outlived the average life expectancy by a whole three years.
The million I will inherit from my father will be enough to live a reasonably comfortable life for twenty years
without having to work. I believe that twenty years will enable me to collect enough statistics to make an
informed decision once the million has been spent.
I must not forget an important point, though: at the end of the twenty years, my older brother will be seventythree years old, and he will then have only two years more to live, or maybe less because he is a smoker. If I
calculate my part of the inheritance, which I will share with his wife and two daughters, assuming that by then his
wealth would not be less than several million and that his wife will have gone through the menopause, I will
pocket a sum of money no less than two hundred thousand riyals, which is enough to live on for four years.
As for the rest of my brothers, I cannot inherit from them, of course, because they have sons. Although that day
is twenty-eight years from now, I believe that due to a mixed set of demographic, ideological and historical
statistics, the Islamic inheritance system will remain unchanged until my brother dies.
*
When the money I inherit from my brother twenty-eight years from now is all gone, I will be fifty-two years
old, broke, an orphan, and without an older brother, and I will have to live for a further twenty-three years as I do
not smoke and do not suffer from any ailments, which is very frightening!
Twenty-three years of senility, poverty, misery and useless statistics! I cannot find any other scenarios that I
can take into consideration; and even if all my calculations sound too optimistic and if I am too tight-fisted, I will
still live for a few more years, which may not alleviate the systematic and expected misery I will be living in for a
quarter of a century.
I believe I must show some courage and opt for one of these two choices: I will either start smoking, or switch
to engineering.
296.1 Excerpt from Girls Of Riyadh\fn{by Rajaa Alsanea (1981- )} Riyadh, Saudi Arabia (F) 12
1
The wedding planner called out to Sadeem, who was hiding behind the curtain with her friend Gamrah. In her
singsong Lebanese Arabic, Madame Sawsan informed Sadeem that the wedding music tape was still stuck in the
machine and that efforts were being made to fix it.
“Please, tell Gamrah to calm down! It’s nothing to worry about, no one is going to leave. It’s only one A.M.!
And anyway, all the cool brides these days start things on the late side to add a bit of suspense. Some never walk
down the aisle before two or three A.M.”
Gamrah, though, was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. She could hear the voices of her mother and her
sister Hessah shrieking at the events manager from the other end of the ballroom, and the whole eve ning was
threatening to turn out to be a sensational humiliation. Sadeem stayed at the bride’s side, wiping beads of sweat
from her friend’s forehead before they could collide with the tears that were held back only by the quantity of
kohl weighing down her eyelids.
The voice of the famous Saudi singer Muhammad Abdu finally blasted from the amplifiers, filling the enormous hall and prompting Madame Sawsan to give Sadeem the nod. Sadeem poked Gamrah.
“Yalla,\fn{C’mon!, or Hurry up!} let’s go.”
With a swift movement Gamrah wiped her hands along her body after reciting some verses of the Holy Qur’an
to protect her from envious eyes, and raised the neckline of her dress to keep it from drooping over her small
breasts. She began her descent of the marble staircase, going even more slowly than at the rehearsal with her
girlfriends, adding a sixth second to the five she was supposed to count between each stair. She murmured the
name of God before every step, praying that Sadeem wouldn’t stumble on her train causing it to tear, or that she
wouldn’t trip over the floor-length hem of her dress and fall flat on her face like in a comedy show. It was so
unlike the rehearsal, where she didn’t have a thousand women watching her every move and assessing every
smile; where there was no annoying photographer blinding her every few seconds. With the blazing lights and all

83

those dreadful peering eyes fixed on her, the small family wedding she’d always disdained suddenly began to
seem like a heavenly dream.
Behind her, Sadeem followed her progress with utter concentration, ducking to avoid appearing in any of the
photos. One never knows who might be looking at the photos from the bride’s or groom’s side, and like any
decent girl, Sadeem wouldn’t want strange men to see her in an exposing evening dress and full makeup. She
adjusted the veil on Gamrah’s head and gave a tiny jiggle to the train after each step Gamrah took as her radar
picked up fragments of conversation at nearby tables.
“Who’s she?”
“Ma shaa Allah,\fn{An Islamic phrase that one says in order not to jinx someone’s luck } God willing, no envy touch her,
she’s so pretty!”
“The bride’s sister?”
“They say she’s an old friend.”
“She seems a good girl—since we arrived I’ve seen her running around taking care of all sorts of things—it
looks like she's carrying the whole wedding on her shoulders.”
“She’s a good deal prettier than the bride. Can you believe it, I heard that Prophet Mohammed used to send up
prayers for the unlovely ones!”
“God’s blessings and peace be upon him. E wallah, must be true, because I swear, the ugly ones seem to be in
demand these days. Not us, what bad luck.”
“Is her blood pure? Her skin is so fair.”
“Her father’s mother was Syrian.”
“Her name is Sadeem Al-Horaimli. Her mother’s family is married into ours. If your son is serious, I can get
you the details about her.”
Sadeem had already been told that three ladies had asked about her since the wedding started. Now she heard
numbers four and five with her own ears. Every time one of Gamrah’s sisters came over to tell her that so-and-so
had been asking questions, she murmured demurely,
“May good health knock on her door.”
It seemed to Sadeem as if Gamrah’s marriage might indeed be “the first pearl to roll off the necklace,” as
Auntie Um Nuwayyir put it. Perhaps now the rest of the girls would be just as lucky. That is, if they followed the
plan Auntie had concocted.
The strategy of yaaalla yaaalla, which means “get going, but just baaarely,” is the most foolproof path to a
quick marriage proposal in our conservative society. The idea is to be energetic and constrained at the same time.
“And after that you can be as foolish as you want,” according to Urn Nuwayyir’s counsel.
At weddings, receptions and social gatherings where ladies meet, especially the old ladies looking to make a
match (or “capital funds and mothers-with-sons,” as we girls like to call them), you must follow this strategy to
the letter:
“You barely walk, you barely talk, you barely smile, you barely dance, be mature and wise, you always think
before you act, you measure your words carefully before you speak and you do not behave like a child.”
There is no end to Urn Nuwayyir’s instructions.
The bride took her place on the magnificently decorated platform. Her mother and the mother of the groom
mounted the stairs to congratulate her on the happy marriage she had embarked on and to have their photos taken
with the bride before the men came in from where they were celebrating in an adjoining room.
At this traditional Najdi wedding, where most people spoke in the dialect of the country’s interior, Lamees’s
sophisticated west coast Hijazi accent stood out as she whispered to her friend Michelle.
“Hey! Check her out. The pharaohs are back!”
The influence of Lamees’s Egyptian grandmother was always readily apparent in Lamees’s sharp tongue and
manner. She and Michelle studied the heavy makeup that coated the face of their friend Gamrah, especially her
eyes, which had turned the color of blood from all the kohl seeping into them.
Michelle’s real name is Mashael, but everyone, including her family, calls her Michelle. She answered Lamees
in English.
“Where the hell did she get that dress?”
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“Poor Gammoorah,\fn{A rephrasing of her name to make an affectionate nickname } I wish she had gone to the dressmaker who made Sadeem’s dress instead of this mess she came up with herself! Just look at Sadeem’s gorgeous
dress, though—anyone would think it’s by Elie Saab.”
“Oh, whatever. Like there’s even one lady in this provincial crowd who would know the difference! Do you
think anyone has any clue my dress is by Badgley Mishka? By God, her makeup is painful! Her skin is too dark
for such a chalky foundation. They’ve made her practically blue—and look at the contrast between her face and
her neck. Ewww … so vulgar!”
“Eleven o’clock! Eleven o’clock!”
“It’s one-thirty.”
“No, you idiot, I mean, turn to your left like the hands of a clock when it’s eleven—you will never get it, will
you—you’ll never pass Gossip 101! Anyway, check out that girl—she’s got ‘talent,’ all right!”
“Which ‘talent’—front bumper or back?”
“Are you cross-eyed? Back, of course.”
“Too much. They ought to take a chunk off her and give Gamrah a dose on the front, like that collagen stuff
everyone is using.”
“The most ‘talented’ of all of us is Sadeem—look at how feminine she looks with those curves. I wish I had a
back bumper like hers.”
“I think she really needs to ditch a few pounds and work out like you do. Alhamdu lillah, thank God, I never
gain weight no matter how much I eat, so I’m not worried.”
“What luck for you, I swear. I live in a state of permanent starvation to keep my body looking like this.”
The bride noticed her friends sitting at the table nearby, smiling and waving their arms at her while they tried
to cover up the question that lurked in their eyes: Why isn’t it me up there?
Gamrah was ecstatic, almost intoxicated with this precious moment. She had always seen herself as the least
favored of any of them, but now here she was, the first of all to get married.
Waves of guests started coming up to the dais to congratulate the bride, now that the photography session was
over. Sadeem, Michelle and Lamees all stepped up and hugged Gamrah while whispering something into her ear:
“Gamrah, wow! Mashaa Allah, God’s will be done! So-o-o gorgeous! The whole evening I’ve been praying to
God to take good care of you.”
“Congratulations, sweetie! You look great—that gown is stunning on you!”
“My God, girl, you’re spectacular. A vision! Best-looking bride I’ve ever seen.”
Gamrah’s smile grew broader as she listened to her friends’ praise and noted the envy half hidden in their eyes.
The three of them posed for photographs with the happy bride. Sadeem and Lamees started dancing around her
while the eyes of all those older women who devote themselves to arranging marriages were glued to all of their
bodies.
Lamees was proud to show off her distinctive height and her gym-toned body, and she made sure to dance
slightly apart from Sadeem, who had expressly warned her beforehand against dancing next to her so that people
wouldn’t compare their bodies. Sadeem was always longing to have her curves liposuctioned so that she could be
as slim as Lamees and Michelle.
*
Suddenly the men came shooting through the doors like arrows, the fastest arrow of all being the groom, Rashid Al-Tanbal, who headed straight for his bride on the dais.
The women retreated en masse, desperately searching for whatever they or their friends had that would conceal
their hair and faces—not to mention any other revealing body parts—from the eyes of those men on the march.
When the groom and his companions were just steps away, Lamees yanked up the corner of the tablecloth to
cover her cleavage. Her twin sister Tamadur used a shawl that matched her dress to cover her hair and open back,
while Sadeem whipped on her black embroidered abaya\fn{A long, loose black robe worn on top of clothes whenever a woman is outdoors} and silk veil, enveloping her body and the lower half of her face.
Michelle, though, remained Michelle: she stayed exactly as she was and eyed the men one by one, paying no
attention to the mutterings and truly sharp stares that she drew from some of the women.
Rashid plowed toward the stage along with Gamrah’s father, her uncle and her four brothers. Each man tried to
download as many female faces as he could onto his mental hard drive, while the ladies, for their part, were star-
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ing at Gamrah’s uncle, in his forties, who bore an unmistakable resemblance to the handsome poet Prince Khalid
Al-Faisal.
When Rashid reached his bride Gamrah, he flipped the veil back from her face as his mother had rehearsed
with him, then took his place by her side, giving way for the rest of her male relatives to pass on their good wishes
to her. He settled himself next to her and then the other men crowded around them to congratulate the couple on
their blessed, auspicious and fortunate marriage.
The voices of the bride’s friends floated upward in the ballroom’s hot air.
“A thousand blessings and peace be upon you, beloved of Allaaaaah, Mohammed!” the bride’s friends chanted,
and the piercing sound of women’s trills filled the room.
The men, except for the groom, soon left the place heading home as their part in the females’ celebration was
over and their own celebration—which was only a big dinner—had finished before the females’ party even started. The couple, followed closely by every female relative, headed toward the food tables to cut the cake.
It was then that Gamrah’s friends started chanting at the top of their voices.
“We want a kiss! We want a kiss!”
Rashid’s mother smiled and Gamrah’s mother blushed red. As for Rashid, he sent the girls a scathing stare that
sliced them into silence. Gamrah cursed her friends under her breath for embarrassing her in front of him, and
cursed him even more for embarrassing her in front of her friends by refusing to kiss her!
*
Sadeem’s eyes welled with tears as she watched her childhood friend, her Gamrah, leave the ballroom with her
new husband to go to the hotel where they would spend the night before heading off for a honeymoon in Italy.
Immediately after the honeymoon they would leave Riyadh for the United States, where Rashid was to begin
studying for a PhD.
Among the group of four girls, Gamrah Al-Qusmanji was closest to Sadeem, as they had been classmates since
second grade. Mashael Al Abdulrahman—or Michelle, as we knew her—didn’t join them until the second year at
middle school, after she returned with her parents and little Meshaal—or Misho, as everyone called her younger
brother—from America. Her father had gone to college there, at Stanford University, where he met their mother.
After college he stayed in America for a few years to work and start his family.
Only a year after Michelle came back to her home country to live, she transferred to a school where all the
classes were taught in English. She simply didn’t have the command of Arabic that she needed in order to attend
Sadeem and Gamrah’s school.
At her new school, she got to know Lamees Jeddawi, who became her closest friend. Lamees had grown up in
the capital city of Riyadh, but, as her last name implied, her family was originally from Jeddah—a port city with a
long tradition of bringing together people from many places and therefore the most liberal city in the kingdom.
Gamrah’s family was originally from, Qasim, a city known for its ultraconservative and strict character.
Only Michelle was not from a well-known family tribe linked to a certain region.
In college, Sadeem studied business management, while Lamees went to medical school.\fn{ Unlike in the United
States medical school in Saudi Arabia starts right after high school and lasts for seven years } Michelle decided on computer
science. Gamrah, the only one among them who wasn’t so keen on her studies in high school, needed to use pull
from several family friends to get accepted to college as a history major, one of the easy fields to get into in college.
But she got engaged a few weeks after the semester started, and she decided to withdraw in order to devote
herself full-time to planning the wedding. Since she would be moving to America right after the wedding anyway
so that her husband could finish graduate school there, it seemed like an especially good decision.
*
In her room at the Hotel Giorgione in Venice, Gamrah sat on the edge of the bed. She rubbed her thighs, legs
and feet with a whitening lotion of glycerine and lemon that her mother made for her.
Her mother’s Golden Rule was spinning in her mind. Don’t be easy. Refusal—it’s the secret to activating a
man’s passion. After all, her older sister Naflah didn’t give herself to her husband until the fourth night, and her
sister Hessah was more or less the same.
But she was setting a new record: it had been seven nights and her husband hadn’t touched her. Rashid hadn’t
touched her even though she had been quite ready to ditch her mother’s theories after the first night, when she
took off her wedding dress and put on her ivory-colored nightgown (which she’d put on quite a few times before
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the wedding, in front of the mirror in her room, provoking the admiration of her mother, who had murmured
God’s name over and over to ward off envy as she gave her daughter a few suggestive winks).
Her mother’s delighted approval had filled Gamrah with confidence and pride, even though she knew that the
expression on her mama’s face was a bit overdone.
But on her wedding night she came out of the bathroom to find him … asleep. And although she almost could
have sworn that he was faking it, a theory her mother dismissed in their last telephone conversation as “Satan’s
evil whisperings,” she agreed to devote all of her energy to “leading him on,” especially since her mother had
recently announced to her on the phone that the policy of withholding had decidedly backfired in this case.
Since Gamrah’s marriage to Rashid, her mother had gotten bolder about discussing “the business of men and
women.” In fact, before her marriage contract was signed, her mother hadn’t talked about such matters at all.
Afterward, though, Gamrah got immersion training in the art of seduction from the same woman who had ripped
pages out of the romance novels Gamrah used to borrow from her friends at school, and who wouldn’t even let
Gamrah go over to her friends’ houses, with the exception of Sadeem’s, after Gamrah’s mother had gotten to
know Sadeem’s aunt Badriyyah quite well through several social circles among other ladies of the neighborhood.
Gamrah’s mother was a firm believer in the theory that “woman is to man as butter is to sun.” But her strong
convictions that girls should be utterly naïve and guys should be experienced melted away in an instant the
moment the girl had that marriage contract.
As for Gamrah, she started listening to her mother’s anecdotes and treatises on “the enter prise of marriage”
with the heightened enjoyment and sense of pride of a young man whose father offers him a cigarette to smoke in
front of him for the first time.
2
After Gamrah’s wedding her friends lined up the petite keepsake clay jars engraved with the names of the
bridal couple alongside the other souvenirs they had collected from other friends’ weddings. Every last one of
Gamrah’s girlfriends was secretly hoping that the keepsake from her own wedding would be the next one to be
added.
Well before the wedding, their little clique—the shillah—had made special preparations for its own intimate
pre-celebration celebration. The idea was to put on something like the bachelorette party that, in the West, friends
of the bride throw for her before the nuptials.
The girls weren’t interested in doing a DJ party, because these days, that was becoming as common as sand.
Besides, a DJ party meant that it would have to be a positively massive dance party that might even have involved
hiring a professional local taggaga, a female singer, the kind that once upon a time just had a drum backup but
now might have a whole band. They would need to send out invitations to every one of their girlfriends and
female relatives and everyone that anyone knew, while pretending to keep the bride in the dark the whole time.
And, of course, the little shillah of friends hosting the party would be burdened with all of the expenses, which
would mount up to nothing less than several thousand riyals.
But Gamrah’s friends wanted to do something new.
They wanted to come up with something so bold and so much fun that others after them would imitate it, and
then it would become a trend, and everyone would know who had invented it.
Gamrah arrived bright red in the face—and scarlet all over her body—because she had just come from a
scrubbing at the Moroccan hammam as well as having the hair plucked from all over her face with a thread and
from her body with sticky sugar-paste halawa. They were all to meet at Michelle’s house.
The hostess greeted them wearing baggy trousers with lots of pockets and an oversized jacket—gear that
artfully concealed any sign of femininity—plus a bandanna that hid her hair. To top it all off, she had on a pair of
colored sunglasses that gave her the appearance of an adolescent boy who has escaped parental surveillance.
Lamees wore a masculine-style flowing white thobe with a shimagh draped over her head and kept in place
with a snugly fitting black eqal.\fn{Saudi men’s garments; a thobe is a long white loose dress, while a shimagh is a red and white
triangular-shaped cloth worn on the head topped by an eqal to hold it in place. An eqal is a thick round, ropelike sash. Nowadays the
shimaghs and thobes are designed by such famous names as Gucci, Christian Dior, Givenchy and Valentino. } With her height and

athletic body she really did look like a guy, and a handsome one, too.
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The rest of them were wearing embroidered abayas. But these abayas weren’t the loose teepees that you see
women wearing on the street. These were fitted at the waist and hips and they were very attractive! With the
abayas, the girls wore black silk lithaams that covered everything from the bridge of their noses to the bottom of
their throats, which of course only emphasized the beauty of their kohl-lined eyes, their tinted contact lenses and
their outlandish eyeglasses all the more.
Michelle had an international driver’s license. She took charge: she drove the BMW X5 SUV with its darktinted windows. She had managed to rent it through one of the car showrooms by putting the rental in the name of
her family’s male Ethiopian driver. Lamees took her place next to Michelle while Sadeem and Gamrah climbed
into the backseats. The CD player was on full blast. The girls sang along and swayed their abaya-clad shoulders
as if they were dancing on the seats.
Their first stop was the famous café in Tahliya Street. But when Michelle parked the vehicle, the SUV’s
darkened windows gave them away in an instant: since tinted car windows are only used when women who need
to be concealed are inside, all the guys in the vicinity, with their keen hunter eyes and their ready instincts, knew
right off that the X5 had to be a priceless catch.\fn{ An expensive car with completely tinted windows often belongs to a man
who does not want his wife and daughters exposed to the eyes of young men looking for fun. Nowadays, tinting is prohibited by Saudi law
for security reasons} They jumped in their cars and surrounded the SUV on both sides.

After the girls got the drinks they wanted from the drive-through, the entire parade started to move toward the
big shopping mall in Al-Olayya Street, which was the girls’ second stop.
Meanwhile, the girls were taking down as many phone numbers as they could. They did not have to work very
hard, because these numbers were generously showered upon them by the guys. The girls could memorize those
with catchy sequences and repeated digits as the guys stuck out their heads through their cars’ windows while
driving and kept repeating them for the girls to write down. The girls also copied from placards the guys had hung
on the windows of their cars so that girls in neighboring cars could see the numbers clearly.
The truly bold knights among them held out personal business cards, passing them through the windows to be
snatched up by the girls, who were every bit as brave as the aspiring Romeos.
At the mall entrance the girls got out. Behind them appeared a rush of young men, but they all came to a stop
uncertainly in front of the security guard.
It was his job to keep all unmarried men from entering the mall after the call to the Isha prayer that ushered in
nightfall.
The weaklings fell back, but one lone fellow summoned his courage and approached Michelle. With her lovely
face and delicate features, which she was quite simply incapable of concealing in her eccentric attire, Michelle
had stood out from the start as a girl who was possibly bold enough to be looking for adventure. The guy asked
Michelle if she would allow him to go in with them as a member of the family, and he offered her a thousand
riyals for the privilege.
Michelle was astonished at his nerve. But she accepted the deal without much delay, and she and her friends
surged forward beside him as if he were one of their group.
Once inside the mall the young women split up into two groups, one made up of Sadeem and Gamrah, the
other of Lamees, Michelle and the handsome young man.
His name was Faisal. Laughing, Lamees remarked that no guys these days had the old Najdi Bedouin names,
like Obaid or Duyahhim. They all pretended they had one of those cool names like Faisal or Saud or Salman just
to impress girls.
He laughed along with them, swearing that it was his real name, and invited the two girls to dinner at an elegant restaurant outside the mall. Michelle turned down the invitation. Before leaving them, in fulfillment of the
agreement, he gave her two five-hundred-riyal notes after writing his cell phone number on one of them and his
full name on the other:
Faisal Al-Batran.
Women in the mall had an annoying way of following Gamrah, Sadeem and the rest of the girls with their
eyes. It didn’t matter that their face veils were in place: the girls could feel the sharp and threaten ing challenge of
the women’s inspections. They felt uncomfortably that any one of those women might as well be saying to them, ]
“I’ve figured out who you are, but you don’t know who I am.”
That’s the way things are here in the shops and the malls: guys stare at women for their own reasons, while
women stare at each other just because they are nosy!
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And they have no excuse for it. A girl can’t stroll about in the malls under the protection of God without being
checked out thoroughly by everyone, especially her own kind, from her abaya to the covering over her hair to the
way she walks and the bags she carries and in which direction she looks and in front of what merchandise she
stops.
Is it envy? The French playwright Sacha Guitry\fn{1885-1957} was so on the mark when he said,
“Women don’t pretty themselves up for men: they do it to get back at other women.”
The girls made their way toward the elegant Italian restaurant they had picked out for dinner. After eating, they
headed for a tiny shop that sold water pipes, or what we call the shisha—otherwise known as the hookah or
hubbly-bubbly. The girls bought enough shishas that they would not have to share, and each girl chose her
favorite flavor of the water-pipe tobacco mixed with molasses and fragrant essences.
They spent the rest of the evening at Lamees’s, inside a small tent in the house’s inner courtyard where her
father and his friends retired to spend their evenings two or three times a week. The men would smoke shisha and
hold conversations ranging from politics to their wives or from their wives to politics.
As usual, though, the family had gone to Jeddah, their native city, for the summer holiday. Lamees and her
twin sister Tamadur had stayed behind to attend Gamrah’s wedding.
But the father’s shishas went with him wherever he traveled. Like many Hijazi men and women, he was
addicted to it. So the girls set up the newly purchased shishas inside the tent and the maid got the coals going. The
music blared and the girls danced and smoked and played cards. Even Gamrah tried smoking the shisha, though
it’s considered inappropriate among Najdi females, after Sadeem convinced her that “a girl doesn’t get married
every day.” She liked the grape-flavored tobacco the best.
Lamees tightly fastened her spangle-edged, jingly scarf around her hips. As always, her dancing was exquisite:
no one could possibly match her, especially as she shimmied to the strains of a recent version of Um Kulthum’s
song One Thousand and One Arabian Nights.\fn{Some of her lyrics are in the Egyptian section; truly her voice was remarkable:H}
None of the other girls danced with her. For one thing, none of them could approach Larnees’s perfection when
she danced, but more importantly, they all loved to watch her. Now and then, they would come up with a funny
name for a move she made. There was the “blender” move, the “juicer” move and the “follow me” move. Lamees
performed these sequences over and over to popular demand.
As for the third reason why nobody joined her on the dance floor, Lamees, as they all knew well, would refuse
to go on dancing unless she got a good dose of loud encouragement, whistles, clapping and cheers befitting her
stature as Queen of the Dance Floor.
Lamees joined Michelle that night in consuming a bottle of expensive champagne. Michelle had filched it from
her father’s storage cellar, which held special drinks meant strictly for important occasions. After all, didn’t Gamrah’s wedding deserve a bottle of Dom Pérignon?
Michelle knew a lot about brandy, vodka, wine and other such things. Her father had taught her how to pour
him red wine with red meats and white wine with other dishes, but she didn’t drink with him except on very special and rare occasions.
Since drinking alcohol is forbidden in Saudi Arabia, as it’s against Islamic law, Lamees had never before tasted
any of these drinks, except once at Michelle’s, and then she did not find the taste of whatever it was parti-cularly
pleasant.
But, hey! After all, tonight the two of them were celebrating Gamrah’s wedding! So she joined in with Michelle, since they wanted to make this evening special and unique in every way they could.
When the volume of the music soared, there wasn’t a girl left in the tent who wasn’t on her feet dancing. It was
the famous Saudi singer Abdul Majeed Abdullah’s\fn{1962- } song:
Girls of Riyadh, O girls of Riyadh,
O gems of the turbaned fathers of old!
Have mercy on that victim, have mercy
On that man who lies prone on the threshold.

3
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Two weeks after Gamrah’s wedding, Sadeem’s eldest aunt—Aunt Badriyyah—got a number of phone calls
from matchmaker mothers asking for her pretty niece’s hand in marriage for their sons.
Ever since Sadeem’s mother passed away when Sadeem was a baby, Aunt Badriyyah had tried to act as a
stand-in mother figure. She had her own ways of checking out all marriage applicants thoroughly and she dropped
those who, in her opinion, were unsuitable. She would only inform Sadeem’s father about the short list of key
applicants, she decided.
After all, if it didn’t work with them, the rest would still be there waiting anxiously in the wings. There was no
need to tell Sadeem’s father—let alone Sadeem herself—about every single man at once. Aunt Badriyyah was
anxious to protect the heads of her dear niece and her esteemed brother-in-law from the danger of swelling up
larger than her own—no need to encourage them to feel superior to her and her daughters.
*
Waleed Al-Shari, BA in communications engineering, level VII civil servant.
He is the son of Abdallah Al-Shari, one of the truly big real estate magnates in the kingdom. His uncle, Abdulelah Al-Shari, is a retired colonel and his aunt Munirah is headmistress of one of Riyadh’s biggest private girls’
schools.
This is what Sadeem told Michelle, Lamees and Um Nuwayyir, her next-door neighbor, when she met up with
them in Um Nuwayyir’s home.
*
Um Nuwayyir is a Kuwaiti woman who works for the government as a school inspector of mathematics
curricula. Her Saudi husband divorced her after fifteen years of marriage to marry another woman.
Um Nuwayyir has only one child, a son called Nun—and there’s an odd story attached to this Nuri of hers.
Since the age of eleven or twelve, Nuri had been enthralled by girls’ clothes, enchanted by girls’ shoes, fascinated
by makeup and infatuated with long hair.
As things developed, Nun’s mother became truly alarmed, especially as Nuri seemed to get more and more
carried away with creating the persona of a sweet, soft, pretty boy rather than the tough masculine young man he
was supposed to turn into.
Um Nuwayyir tried fiercely to steer him in other directions. She found various means of discouraging him. She
tried tender motherly persuasion and she tried firm motherly thrashings, but nothing worked.
Meanwhile, Nun’s father was much sterner with him. Nuri was careful not to exhibit his soft side in front of his
father, of whom he was in dire awe. The father heard things by way of the neighbors, though, and what he heard
put him into a fury.
Bursting into Nun’s room one day, he began to pummel and kick his son. The boy suffered fractures in the rib
cage and a broken nose and arm. Following this incident, the father left the household to move in entirely with his
second wife, permanently distancing himself from this house and this faggot boy who was such a freak of nature.
After this confrontation, Um Nuwayyir surrendered to the will of God. It was a trial visited upon her by her
Lord, she decreed in her own head, and she must bear it with patience. She and Nuri avoided mentioning the subject and stirring up fresh trouble.
So it was that Nuri went on just as he had, and people began to call her, instead of “Mother of Nun,” “Mother
of Nuwayyir,” i.e., the girlie version of the name.
That’s how she became Um Nuwayyir rather than Um Nun, and she stayed Urn Nuwayyir even after moving
to the house next to Sadeem’s, four years before the date on which Waleed presented himself as a suitable match
for Sadeem, and after Nuri rejected his mother’s suggestion that they move to Kuwait.
*
In the beginning, Um Nuwayyir was truly shaken by society’s shallow view of her tragedy, but as time passed,
she grew accustomed to the way things were and accepted her trying circumstances with such patience and
acceptance that she even started introducing herself to new acquaintances deliberately as Um Nuwayyir. It was
her way of affirming her strength and showing how little she thought of society’s unfair and oppressive attitudes
toward her.
Um Nun—or Um Nuwayyir—was thirty-nine. Sadeem often visited her or arranged to meet her friends at Um
Nuwayyir’s house. Despite, or perhaps because of, her grief, Um Nuwayyir was an eternal fount of jokes and, if
she chose, she could use her humor and insight to cut a person to pieces.
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But she was one of the sweetest and most truly good women Sadeem had ever met in her life. Sadeem’s
mother had died when Sadeem was just three years old, and she was an only daughter, and all of this brought her
closer to Um Nuwayyir, whom she came to consider as much more than a neighbor and older friend. Truth told,
Sadeem really saw Um Nuwayyir as a mother.
How very often Um Nuwayyir was the preserver of the girls’ secrets! She was always right there with them
when they were thinking through some issue or other, and she was always generous about suggesting a solution
when one of them set out a problem for the clique to ponder.
For her, it was a comfort to have them around, not to mention a diversion and source of entertainment, and her
home became the perfect setting for trying out the freedoms to which they had but little access in any of their own
homes.
Um Nuwayyir’s place was the safe haven par excellence for sweethearts.
For example, the first time Michelle called Faisal after he “numbered” her at the mall, she told him to pick her
up from Um Nuwayyir’s place after she gave him the directions. She said she had a couple of hours free and
suggested that they go out for coffee or ice cream somewhere.
Michelle did not want to give Faisal any advance notice of her plans. She called him only a few minutes before
he had to pick her up. That way, she figured, he would not actually be able to prepare for the date and then she
could see him as he really was.
When she came out of the house to climb into his car, she was stunned to find how much more handsome he
was in jeans and a T-shirt and an unruly, unshaven beard than he had looked in the mall in his classy long white
thobe and the Valentino shimagh ringing his head. She couldn’t help noticing that his T-shirt showed off his broad
chest muscles and biceps in a very flattering way.
Faisal paid for two cups of iced coffee and cruised around the streets of Riyadh with her in his Porsche. He
took her to his office at his father’s company and launched into an explanation of some of his responsibilities at
the business. Then they dropped by the university, where he was studying English literature. He circled around the
parking lot for a few minutes before a campus patrolman informed him that he was not allowed to drive around
the university grounds at this hour of the night.
After two hours or so, Faisal returned Michelle to Um Nuwayyir’s.
Her head was spinning. He had simply, and surprisingly, swept her off her feet.
4
When the honeymoon was over, Gamrah and her husband headed for Chicago where he was working for his
PhD in electrical engineering, after getting his BA in Los Angeles and his master’s in Indianapolis.
Gamrah began her new life in absolute fear and trepidation.
She felt like she died of terror every time she walked into the elevator that took her up to the apartment they
shared on the fortieth floor of the Presidential Towers. She felt the pressure splitting her head open and blocking
her ears as the elevator shot upward through the floors of the skyscraper. She got dizzy every time she tried to
look out of a window in the apartment.
So very far down, everything appeared tiny and fragile. She stared down at the city streets, which looked to her
exactly like the streets in the Lego sets she played with when she was little, with their minuscule cars no larger
than matchboxes. Indeed, from this height the cars looked like ants in rows: they were so very small and so neatly
and quietly arranged in long and slow-moving lines.
Gamrah was afraid of the drunken beggars who filled the streets and shook their paper cups in her face, demanding money. The stories of thefts and murders that she always seemed to be hearing terrified her. Every story
she heard had something to do with this dangerous city!
She was just as afraid of the huge black security guard at their building, who ignored her whenever she tried to
get his attention with her poor English hoping he would help her commandeer a taxi.
*
From the moment of his arrival, Rashid had been completely immersed in the university and his research.
He left the apartment at seven o’clock in the morning, returning at eight or nine and sometimes as late as ten in
the evening.
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On the weekends, he seemed determined to occupy himself with anything he could find to take him away from
her; he would sit for hours staring at the computer or watching TV. He often fell asleep on the sofa while watching a boring baseball game or the news on CNN.
If he did go in to their bedroom to sleep, he kept on the long white underwear that Saudi men always put on
underneath their thobes—we call them “Sunni underpants” (I have no idea why)—and T-shirt. He would collapse
onto the bed as if he were a very old man depleted of all his energy, not a brand-new husband.
*
Gamrah had dreamed of much more; of caresses and love and tenderness and emotion like the feelings that
stirred her heart when she read romance novels or watched romantic movies. And now here she was, facing a
husband who clearly felt no attraction toward her and indeed had not touched her since that ill-fated night in
Rome.
At that time, after dinner in the elegant hotel restaurant, Gamrah had made an irrevocable decision that this
would be her true wedding night, something for which she had waited too long.
As long as her husband was so bashful, she would have to help him out, smooth the way for him just as her
mother had advised her. They went up to their room and she began to flirt with him shyly.
After a few moments of innocent seduction, he took things into his own hands. She gave herself up to it despite
the enormous confusion and anxiety she felt. She closed her eyes, anticipating what was about to happen.
And then he surprised her with an act that was never on her list of sexual expectations.
Her response, which was shocking to both of them, was to slap him hard on the face then and there! Their eyes
met in a stunned moment. Her eyes were filled with fear and bewilderment, while his were full of an anger the
likes of which she had never seen.
He moved away from her quickly, dressed hurriedly and left the room amid her tears and apologies.
*
Gamrah did not so much as see her husband until the evening of the next day, when he sullenly accompanied
her to the airport in time to catch the airplane to Washington, followed by another to Chicago.
5
Sadeem and her father walked into the elaborate formal reception room of their house to meet Waleed AlShari. It was the occasion of the shoufa, the one lawful “viewing” of the potential bride according to Islamic law.
Sadeem was so nervous that her legs nearly buckled underneath her as she walked. Gamrah had told her of her
own mother’s warning to not under any circumstances offer to shake hands with the groom at this meeting, so
Sadeem refrained from extending her hand.
Waleed stood up respectfully to greet them, and sat down again after she and her father were seated. Her father
immediately started asking questions on a seemingly random variety of topics and then, a few min utes later, left
the room to allow the two of them to talk freely.
Sadeem could tell right away that Waleed was taken with her pretty looks; the way he stared at her made that
clear enough. Even though she had barely lifted her head to look at him when she first walked in, she had seen
him studying her figure, which nearly made her trip over her own feet. But as they talked, Sadeem gradually
gained control of her nervousness and, with his help, conquered her shyness.
He asked her about her studies, her major at the university, her future plans and what she liked to do in her free
time—all on his way to arriving at that one question every one of us girls fears and considers rude to be asked in a
shoufa:
Do you know how to cook?
“What about you?’ he said. “Don’t you want to ask me anything? Do you have anything that you want to tell
me?” She thought for a few minutes, and finally she said,
“Uh … I want to tell you that I have bad eyesight.”
He laughed at her confession and she laughed, too. After a moment, he said to her, a little provocatively,
“By the way, Sadeem, you know, my job requires that I travel overseas a lot.” This time she answered him
without a pause, raising one of her eyebrows flirtatiously.
“Not a problem. I love to travel!”
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He told her that he found her mischievousness and quick wit delightful, and she lowered her head, blushing
fiercely and cursing her inability to control her runaway mouth, which might turn out to be the cause of a runaway
groom.
Seconds later, her father unwittingly came to the rescue by walking through the doorway. She excused herself
hurriedly and made straight for the door, giving Waleed a big smile, which he returned with an even bigger one.
She left the room with butterflies in her stomach.
*
She had found Waleed handsome, even if he wasn't really her favorite type. She preferred darker skin; his
complexion was fair with a pinkish hue. His shadowy mustache and goatee and those glasses with the thin silver
frames added a lot of charm to his face, though, she thought.
Once she was out of the room, Waleed asked her father’s permission to phone her so he could get to know her
better before it was announced that they were officially engaged. Her father agreed and gave him Sadeem’s cell
phone number.
Waleed called late that night, and after allowing the phone to ring a decently long time, she answered.
He told her how much he liked her. He would speak a little and then go quiet, as if he expected her to com ment
on what he was saying. She told him that she had been happy to meet him, but said no more. He told her that he
really liked her, that in fact he had been bewitched by her and that he found it unbearable to wait until Eid Al-Fitr,
after which they could sign the marriage contract.
*
After that, Waleed called her dozens of times a day—he called the minute he woke up in the morning, before
going to work, at work, after work and finally for a long conversation before going to sleep that would stretch on
sometimes until the sun was peeping over the horizon.
He even woke her up in the middle of the night to have her listen to a song he had dedicated to her on the
radio. And every day he would ask that she pick out at the store a pair of glasses for him, or a watch, or cologne—
he would immediately buy whatever she dictated, he said, so that everything he wore would be completely to her
liking.
The other girls began to envy Sadeem, especially Gamrah, who would become overwhelmed with self-pity
whenever Sadeem described to her on the telephone how fond she was of Waleed and how he adored her in return. Gamrah started making up stories about her blissful life with Rashid—how loving he was toward her, how
many gifts he brought her.
*
Waleed and Sadeem signed the marriage contract in a small ceremony. Sadeem’s aunt wept uncontrollably as
she thought of her sister Sadeem’s mother—who had never gotten the chance to see her daughter married. She
also cried secretly for her son, Tariq, whom she had always hoped would be the one to marry Sadeem.
During the official proceedings Sadeem pressed her fingerprint onto the page in the enormous registry book
after her protest about not being allowed to sign her name was dismissed.
“My girl,” said her aunt, “just stamp it with your fingerprint and call it a day. The sheikh says fingerprint, not
signature. The men are the only ones who sign their names.”
After the signing ceremony, her father threw a huge banquet for the two families. On the evening of the next
day, Waleed came over to see his bride, whom he had not met in person since that one legally permitted viewing.
On this visit, Waleed presented her with the customary gift for the engagement period nowadays: a cell phone,
one of the very latest models on the market.
In the months to follow, during the milkah period, the traditional time between the official signing of the
documents and the actual wedding ceremony, Waleed’s visits to Sadeem grew more and more frequent. Most
visits her father knew about, but there were a few little encounters that escaped his attention. During the week,
Waleed usually dropped by after the evening prayers, and usually stayed until two o’clock in the morning.
On weekends he rarely left before dawn.
Every few weeks Waleed took her out for dinner in a fancy restaurant, and on other evenings he would bring
her food or sweets that she loved. They spent their time talking and laughing, watching a film that one of them
had borrowed from a friend.
Then things began to progress, and they developed far enough that she experienced her first kiss.
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Waleed had been accustomed to kissing her cheeks when saying hello and good-bye to her. But one evening
his parting kiss was decidedly hotter than usual. Maybe the tragic end of the movie they had watched together
(Armageddon) played a role in creating the right mood for him to plant that long, needy kiss on her virgin lips.
*
Sadeem started preparing for the wedding, browsing around in the shops with Um Nuwayyir or Michelle or
Lamees. Sometimes Waleed would go with her, especially if she was planning to buy nightgowns.
The wedding celebration was set to occur over the summer vacation, a week or two after Sadeem’s final
exams, as Sadeem had requested. She was afraid to get married during Eid Al-Adha break, worried that it would
interfere with her ability to study for her exams—Sadeem was always a top student, vigilant about getting good
grades.
But her decision upset and distressed Waleed, who was anxious to get married as soon as possible. Sadeem decided to make it up to him.
One evening she put on the black lace nightgown he had bought for her but which at the time she had refused
to try on in his presence. She invited him to come over for the evening without informing her father, who was out
camping with friends in the desert.
The red petals she strewed across the sofa, the candles placed here and there, the soft music waiting from the
well-hidden music system—none of it impressed Waleed as much as the black nightgown that revealed more of
her body than it concealed. Since Sadeem had vowed to make her beloved Waleed happy that night, and since she
wanted to erase his disappointment over her insistence on delaying the wedding, she allowed him to go further
with her than ever before.
She did not try to stop him—as she had gotten used to doing—when he attempted to cross the line that she had
drawn, for herself and for him, in the early days after the signing of the contract. She was convinced that he
wouldn’t be satisfied unless she offered him a little more of her “femininity,” and she was willing to do anything
to please him, the love of her life, even if it meant exceeding the limits she had spent her lifetime guarding.
*
As usual, Waleed left after the dawn call to prayer, but this time Sadeem thought he seemed distressed and
troubled. She figured he must be feeling as nervous as she was after what had happened. She waited anxiously for
his usual phone call once he got home, since she especially needed to hear his tender voice after such a night, but
he didn’t call.
Sadeem didn’t allow herself to call him and waited until the next day, but he didn’t call then, either. As difficult as it was for her, she decided to give him a few days to calm down before calling him to ask what was wrong.
Three days passed without a word from Waleed.
Sadeem decided to drop her resolve and called, only to find that his cell phone was turned off. She kept calling
through the entire week, at different times of the day and night, desperate to reach him. But his cell phone was
always switched off and the private line in his room was always busy.
*
What was going on? Had something awful happened to him? Or was he still angry at her, this angry even after
all of her efforts to please him? What about everything she had given him on that night? Had he gone insane?
Had she been wrong to give herself to Waleed before the wedding celebration? Did it make any sense at all to
believe that that was the cause of him avoiding her?
Why, though? Wasn’t he her legal husband, and hadn’t he been her legal husband ever since they signed the
contract? Or did getting married mean the ballroom, the guests, the live singer and the dinner?
And what she had done—did it somehow deserve punishment from him?
Hadn’t he been the one who initiated it?
Why had he encouraged her to do the wrong thing and then afterward abandoned her?
And anyway, was it wrong, was it a sin, in the first place?
Had he been testing her?
And if she had failed the test, did that mean that she was not worthy of him? He must have thought she was
one of those girls who were easy!
But what kind of stupidity was this? Wasn’t she his wife, his lawful partner? Hadn’t she on that day placed her
mark in that big register next to his signature? Hadn’t there been acceptance, consent and commitment, witnesses
and an announcement to the world?
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No one had ever cautioned her about this! Would Waleed make her pay for what she did not even know?
If her mother had been alive, she would have warned her and directed her, and then none of this would have
happened! And besides, she had heard a lot of stories about young women who had done what she did, and maybe
more, after signing the contract and before the wedding party! She even knew of cases where the brides had given
birth to full-term babies only seven months after the wedding.
Among the people who were aware of such events, only a very few seemed to care. So where was the error?
Where was the sin?
*
Who would draw for her the fine line between what was proper behavior and what wasn’t?
And, she wondered, was that line that their religion defined the same as the one in the mind of a young man
from conservative Najd?
Waleed had criticized her every time she put a stop to anything, saying that she was his wife according to the
religion of God and His prophet. Who was there to explain to her the psychological makeup of the young Saudi
man so that she could understand what went on in his mind?
Had Waleed now come to believe that she was a young woman of “experience”? Did he actually prefer it when
she told him to stop? She hadn’t done anything more than go along with him, the way she saw things done on TV
and heard from her married girlfriends. He had done the rest!
So why was she at fault for following his lead and instinctively knowing how to conduct herself? It wasn’t
something that required knowledge of chemistry and physics to figure out! What was it that had taken possession
of Waleed, to make him so irrational?
*
She tried to call his mother but was told that she was sleeping. She left her name with the maid and asked her
to inform her mistress that she had called, and then she waited expectantly for a call from Um Waleed that never
came.
Should she tell her father what had happened on that bitter night? How would she tell him? What would she
say?
If she said nothing, though, was she going to say nothing all the way to the wedding day? What would people
say on that day? That the groom jilted her? No, no! Waleed couldn’t possibly be as horrible as this.
He must be lying in a coma somewhere in some hospital. To think of him lying in a hospital bed was a
thousand times more bearable than to think that he could be deserting her in this way!
Sadeem was afloat in a state of bewilderment, waiting for a call or visit from Waleed, dreaming that he would
come to her on his knees begging for forgiveness.
But he didn’t visit and he didn’t call.
Her father asked her what was wrong, but she had no answer for him.
*
An answer did come from Waleed three weeks later, though: divorce papers!
Her father tried hard to find out from Sadeem what lay behind the horrible surprise, but she collapsed in his
arms and exploded into tears without confessing.
In anger, he went to Waleed’s father, who denied knowing anything and said he was as surprised as Sadeem’s
father was.
All Waleed had said to his father was that he had discovered he was not comfortable with his bride and he
preferred to break the contract now before the wedding was consummated.
Sadeem kept her secret from everyone.
She licked her wounds in silence until the second shock arrived: in her first year at the university, she had
failed more than half of her courses. …
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The Al-Rajhi Mosque, Riyadh, Riyadh Region, Saudi Arabia

The Grand Mosque of Riyadh, Riyadh Region, Saudi Arabia
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The King Fahd Mosque, Buraidah, Qassim Region, Saudi Arabia

A mosque in Dammam, Eastern Province, Saudi Arabia
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The Great Mosque, Makkah, Makkah Region, Saudi Arabia: two views

98

Al-masjid al-nabawī (The Prophet’s Mosque), Madinah, Madinah Region, Saudi Arabia
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The Al-Waldeen Mosque, Tabuk, Tabuk Region, Saudi Arabia

A mosque in Arar, Northern Borders Region, Saudi Arabia
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The Al-Jawf Mosque, Sakaka, Jawf Region, Saudi Arabia

The Al-Rajhi Mosque, Ha’il, Ha’il Region, Saudi Arabia
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The Princess Setah Mosque, Jizan, Jizan Region, Saudi Arabia

The mosque at Abha, ’Asir Region, Saudi Arabia
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A mosque in Najran, Najran Region, Saudi Arabia

The Masjid Al-Safa, 1,350 years old, one of the oldest in the world. Al-Bahah, Bahah Region, Saudi Arabia
▲
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