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289.126 1. The Faithful Wife 2. A Merciful Woman And Diheko 3. Di-Izhamitin 4. Himbobe 5. Tawise 6. The
Goat With One Teat: Six Folktales\fn{told by Sheikh ‘Amer Ahmed al-Da’rhi (before 1974- )} Wadi Darho, Central Socotra Island, Yemen (M) 7
1
A long time ago, there was a man who married a woman and dwelt with her for some time. After he had dwelt
with her for some time, the people found themselves living in want, they became poor. The man said:
“Stay here. I will go on a journey.” She said:
“Go, and may the hands of God be with you!” And the man went on a joumey.
He went beyond the sea to work in a foreign land—God knows best which country that was!—and he worked
for his own benefit. He worked for his benefit until on one day of the days of God, three men from among the
people of his land said:
“How can this be?”
For they had heard that the man had become rich there. And they became envious of him. They said:
“Why shouldn’t we seduce the wife of this so-and-so?” And they said:
“Let one of us go to her and test her.”
Then the best one among them went to the woman. The woman made a coffee for him, and he drank it. After
the coffee he spoke with her. She said:
“I’m a mess now. I haven’t prepared myself, I don’t have my perfume or any necessities. Please come back
here at the same time tomorrow.” So the man went home and could barely wait for the next day.
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The next day at the same time he came. And she prepared for him some poison and some wine, and mixed
them together. (For she had gone to a wise man earlier in order to learn how to put the man to sleep, and she received instructions on how to castrate him.)
She brought his glass and spread out bedding. After she had spread out the bedding and arranged everything,
the man noticed these signs of preparation, the perfume and such things. Then she passed him the glass. She said:
“Drink to be strong!”
The man drank from his glass, and as soon as he drank, he collapsed. Now she took to cutting off his testicles.
Then she applied some medicament and stitched up the wound.
Upon arising early in the morning, he discovered the deed: he found that the place where his testicles had been
was inflamed. He went out and met one of the other two men. That man said:
“How did you find it?” The first said:
“I found it excellent! As soon as I arrived, she yielded herself.” The second said:
“It’s my turn to go tomorrow.” The first said:
“Better go to her right now, at noon, so she can make an appointment for you this evening.” The second one
came to her at noon and said:
“Look, didn’t this and that happen?” She said:
“Yes, come to me!”
The man came at the same time as his friend and found the woman had spread out the bedding and was ready
in every way. She offered him her glass and he drank Then she cut off the testicles and put them in a can. And she
covered them with a preservative.
The next morning the two men met, and the third man came to them—all of them were there. The third man
said:
“Hey! How did it go with you two?” The two men said:
“Enough talk—she’s easy!”
He followed them, in his turn, and in the end the woman castrated them all—each of the three she castrated. So
they met again and talked. The third said to the others:
“This is what happened to me!” Here they revealed to each other the places where their testicles had been and
made clean. They said:
“What trick can we come up with now?” They said:
“Let us now travel to her husband. Two of us will come as witnesses and one will claim from the man his
money and his possessions. The two will bear witness to the fact that this money does not belong to him, while
the third will claim it’s his.” So the men left.
*
But the woman had heard they were planning a trip. When she heard, she shaved her head, disguised herself as
a man and followed them.
She passed them on another ship and soon she reached the country where her husband was. Then she went to
the house of the ruler of that place. He said:
“Where are you from?” She said:
“I am a sherif, a seyyid.”
He let her stay in his house. She was received with honor and all necessities were given to her food and every thing else.
After some time, the men arrived to present their claim, and she was still there, in the house where she stayed.
But here she was a man, not a woman: a real man!
When the men came to present their claim, she heard about the dispute. The two men testified that the money
did not belong to that man, but rather to the one in whose favor they testified. The ruler decided in their favor and
said:
“Take your money.”
Then the seyyid came from inside the house. He said:
“I am a seyyid and every secret is open to me. Now, look at these men: if none are castrated, then their testi mony is true.”
The men were inspected and it was discovered that each was castrated. So they were sent to prison. The man
said:
“God bless you for your verdict! God bless you for your verdict! Oh sherif, what do you want me to give you?
What do you want me to give you? What do you want me to give you?” He said:
“If it is true that you are ready to give me whatever I like, please draw closer to me.” Then he whispered into
his ear:
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“Give me your wife and I will marry her.”
When the sherif said “Give me your wife and I will many her,” the man made a gesture with his hand as if to
slap him. He said:
“Oh truly, I will give you whatever you wish! One of my eyes you could tear out and take with you, but my
wife I will not give to you!” He said:
“All right. Then give me this ring.” He said:
“Here it is.” And he gave him his ring. She said:
“I will go with you to your country. I would like to see your wife.” And the woman travelled together with her
husband, who was going back to Socotra.
*
As soon as they reached the shore, she left him behind on the road. She knew there was one watch-girl watching the house for her. She said to the girl:
“Sweep the house and prepare everything!” And she swept the house and prepared everything. Then the man
came, entered his house and found his wife. He said:
“There is with me one seyyid, and this and this happened to us. Prepare for us a dinner, for he will come in the
evening. I believe he has gone to the mosque.”
The couple waited for this man of theirs, waited and waited. They waited, then they tried looking for the man,
but did not find him. After dinner he and his wife went to sleep. Then he told her everything that had happened to
him. When he told her everything, the woman showed him his ring and the testicles of the men. Then she told him
what happened. He said:
“How can I make up for that?” She said:
“I don’t want you to give me anything. That you didn’t allow me to marry your wife is enough for me.”
2
In times of old, there was a spring in Qiso, a very small one—just enough to fill a water-skin. Whoever came
to it at dawn before all the other people, it could fill his water-skin; but those who came later would find nothing.
People used to come in turns, they would come running at dawn, very early, and the one who came first filled his
skin.
One day among the days of God, it was a woman who came first, at dawn, and started to pour water into her
skin. She was in a hurry to finish before the others came.
As soon as she filled her water-skin, a man came up to her, and he had a donkey with him. He was an angel,
and his name was Diheko. He came up to her and said:
“Please give me something to drink!”
Now the woman, after that day she would not be able to get any water for seven more days, nothing other than
what was in her water-skin: for water was as precious as ghee. She said:
“Oh, I’ll have no more water after today.” He said:
“Oh, I’m thirsty, give me something to drink.” She said:
“Drink!” And she untied for him the opening of the water-skin, and he drank. He said:
“Oh, give me some to wash myself.” She said:
“Oh, the water is not to be wasted.” He said:
“Give me some to wash myself.” She said:
“Wash yourself.” And he washed himself. He said:
“Give me some to water my donkey.” She said:
“What? But really, there is no more water to be found here.” He said:
“Give me some to water my donkey!” She said:
“Water your donkey!” And he watered his donkey. He said:
“Give me some to bathe my donkey, let me wash it.” She said:
“Wash your donkey.” And the man washed his donkey. When the man saw how attentive the woman was to
him and all the kindnesses she lavished on him, and realized how scarce water was and the scarcity of that place,
he said:
“Now make a wish, whatever you like.” She said:
“Oh! What could I ever wish for? Give me whatever you can.” He said:
“I grant you herewith the spring di-Mesbiho, and everything that will appear around it tomorrow morning will
be yours. Come here in the morning, at dawn, before any of the other people, and everything that will appear here
on this morning will be yours. And if somebody will say to you ‘What is this all about?’ you shall say to him:
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‘This was my wish, and everything that has appeared here on this morning is mine.’”
The woman left, and when she appeared early the next morning, the spring of di-Mesbiho appeared, gushing
forth with water for her, and the place was filled with young palms, all of them ready for pollination. She said:
“I thank you on this day, oh God! Thank you, oh my God!”
The people also came there in the morning, and everybody who came drank and took away water, for it was
plentiful: limitless and immeasurable. And it became known that the spring of di-Mesbiho was hers. The woman
owned the palms and the water, although everybody who came there could drink. Her survivors inherited all of
this from her, and even now, to this very day the water from the spring of di-Mesbiho has not run out, but gushes
forth from the foot of the palms.
The palms granted as her wish have passed away, but those who came after her planted new ones, and these
palms are well known: they are called together feritet.
3
In earlier times, in Rokeb there lived di-Izhamitin, eating people and livestock and everything that came there.
She spared nothing, neither people nor cattle. And people fled from there and scattered throughout the island. No
one was left in that place, for all fled in terror from there, yet she remained there, eating.
Now there was one man from Mero who had a boy, so people say. And this boy set off from there, not stopping
until he reached the cave of Mero. He had brought with him a cow and a bull, and he led them into the cave. The
next morning, he went to look for his cow and found it slaughtered. He started to weep. When he started to weep,
the one who had slaughtered his cow came up to him and said:
“Well then, herewith I grant you this pasture.”
So the boy returned to his father, and his father gave him six cows to take back to the new pasture. He said to
him:
“Now, stay in that place, my son, and look for other pastures, perhaps you’ll find some more.”
The boy set off, taking his six cows along with him, and did not stop until he reached that place, and he stayed
there for some time. He stayed there, and after a while he heard that di-Izhamitin had established herself in Rokeb
di-Firemhin. So he went to Rokeb di-Firemhin, then he came to his father. He said:
“Oh father! I heard that there, in Rokeb di-Firemhin, is one called di-Izhamitin, who eats people and eats cattle
and everything she finds there.” The father said:
“Pay a visit to Diheko, maybe he can devise a trick against her.”
So the boy set off, and he did not stop until he reached Diheko to visit with him, and he visited with Diheko.
Diheko told him:
“You have a cow, a red one called di-Abani, which is about to give birth to a male calf tomorrow. Set the calf
with another cow in addition to its mother, and let it suckle at both. Every morning sharpen its horns. Let it live,
so that it can grow up. Then go down to Megdob and put sohor-branches atop the wall of your pen. Now if something will come to you, do not descend from the roof.
“When she will come to you, every word that she says you shall repeat, every word that she says you shall re peat, every word that she says you shall repeat. Then, when you see the dawn approaching, cut the rope holding
the bull and leave them to themselves. When you see that she is dead, something else will come to you. You must
kill it.”
And so indeed, his cow gave birth and he left the calf with two cows, and the calf stayed with the two cows until it grew up. Then he took the bull there to Rokeb. That night, the man and his bull did not sleep. A young un married girl came to the man. She said:
“A lad and a lass. A lad and a lass. There is nobody else.” He said:
“Oh! A lad and a lass. There is nobody else.” She said:
“Oh my brother, come down to me, My brother, indeed I want you, Thank God I found you here!” He said:
“Ah! I am sick, I won’t come down, Truly, I cannot.”
She walked around, trying here and there, above and below, but he did not come down. Then an adult woman
came to him. She said:
“Oh! A grown man and woman, There is nobody else.” He said:
“A grown man and woman, There is nobody else.” Then she said:
“Why don't you come down to milk my ewes for me?” He said:
“Oh! I won’t come down, truly I cannot.”
Before the sun had set, there came a strong wind blowing gravel. And the old woman di-Izhamitin came. She
said:
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“I am the one called di-Izhamitin, the old woman of scalding winds. I will have my dinner in this place. Out of
you will I have my dinner tonight. Will you not come down to me, my nephew? Will you not open the door for
me? May I enter into your warm place!” He said:
“No, I will not open it for anything.” She said:
“Oh my nephew! Open the door for me! May I enter into your warm place!” He said:
“No, I will not open it. I am cold and a fever has come upon me.”
She tried from below, she tried from above, and then she came back. She came back and said:
“I am the old woman who brings tempests, I am the one who was with your aunt, I must have my dinner out of
you, my nephew, since I’ve already come here.” He remained silent. She said:
“Open! Open!” She said to him:
“Open!” He said:
“I will not!” She said:
“Open!” He said:
“I will not!” She said:
“Oh so many cows you have, brown and red! Oh so many cows you have, brown and red!” He said:
“I will feed you with fire instead, I will feed you with fire instead, I will feed you with fire instead, May it
shoot sparks onto your face!” She said:
“Oh so many goats you have, Oh so many goats you have, Oh so many goats you have, One after another, the
red ones!” He said:
“I will feed you with imte instead, I will feed you with imte instead, I will feed you with imte instead, May it
squirt poisonous sap onto your face, May it squirt poisonous sap onto your face!” She says:
“Oh, how many short-eared ones you have, Oh, how many short-eared ones you have, Oh, how many shorteared ones you have, One after another, the white ones!” He says:
“I will feed you with aloe instead, I will feed you with aloe instead, I will feed you with aloe instead, May it
prick you with its prickly leaves!” She says:
“Oh so many brothers you have, Oh so many brothers you have, Oh so many brothers you have, Men with tur bans, Men with turbans!” He says:
“I will feed you with the sea instead, I will feed you with the sea instead, I will feed you with the sea instead,
May it pound waves onto your face, May it pound waves onto your face!” She says:
“Oh so many women you have, With plaited and beautiful hair, With plaited and beautiful hair!” He says:
“I will feed you with the gorge instead, I will feed you with the gorge instead, I will feed you with the gorge
instead. May it blast wind against you so you fall, May it blast wind against you so you fall!”
And so they spoke to each other till morning, till dawn, when she jumped over the fence and landed inside the
pen.
And as she jumped, he cut the rope on his bull. The bull plunged its head into her so that one of its horns struck
her body and pierced it throughout. And she, she sank her tooth into the bull, and her tooth pierced it through.
Then both lept up and landed on the other side of the fence.
And the boy went out to them and found that his bull had some life in it yet: he could even have slaughtered it,
had it been suitable for food. As for her, she was dead.
Then there appeared a young wild goat. He threw a pebble at it, and it struck the goat in the flank. And the goat
fell down and died.
4
Himbobe, Himbobe,
I met a wild goat there,
Himbobe, Himbobe,
With a striped face, bleating.
Himbobe, Himbobe,
I said to it: “What have you lost?”
Himbobe, Himbobe,
It said: “One of my kids.”
Himbobe, Himbobe,
I said to it: “What color was it?”
Himbobe, Himbobe,
It said: “Reddish.”
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Himbobe, Himbobe,
And its face turned black and filled with tears.
Himbobe, Himbobe,
If it was a goat hunter who took it for his dinner,
Himbobe, Himbobe,
May three of his own goats jump
Himbobe, Himbobe,
From one cliff to another, and then another.
Himbobe, Himbobe,
And may he be lowered down to them on worn-out ropes
Himbobe, Himbobe,
And may the ropes holding him be cut on the ledges of the gorge
Himbobe, Himbobe,
So that his intestines come out and his tailbone is broken.
Himbobe, Himbobe,
If the man was a climber of palms
Himbobe, Himbobe,
Who took it for his dinner,
Himbobe, Himbobe,
May he climb a palm which is oh so tall
Himbobe, Himbobe,
With not a ridge on its trunk
Himbobe, Himbobe,
So that as soon as he reaches the crown
Himbobe, Himbobe,
He drops from it like a ripe date
Himbobe, Himbobe,
And may two pottery shards be prepared for him, one for blood and one for pus.
Himbobe, Himbobe,
If it was a boy who slaughtered it
Himbobe, Himbobe,
And took it for his dinner
Himbobe, Himbobe,
May he grow up still uncircumcised.
Himbobe, Himbobe,
If it was a small child who plucked its hair,
Himbobe, Himbobe,
May the little finger go away together with its base.
Himbobe, Himbobe,
If it was a woman who plucked its hair
Himbobe, Himbobe,
May she be pregnant nine months and nine again,
Himbobe, Himbobe,
And for ten months with the afterbirth inside.
Himbobe, Himbobe,
If it was a girl who plucked its hair
Himbobe, Himbobe,
May she grow up but never marry.
Himbobe, Himbobe,
If a man working with palms
Himbobe, Himbobe,
Was the one who took it for his dinner—
Himbobe, Himbobe,
Because of him I am weeping for my kid,
Himbobe, Himbobe,
The one who stole it deprived me of what was dear to me.
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5
Tawise, Tawise,
What is that following the two of us?
Tawise, Tawise,
And rustling behind the two of us?
Tawise, Tawise,
It is I following the two of you
Tawise, Tawise,
And rustling behind the two of you!
Tawise, Tawise,
I still have the one who sired me,
Tawise, Tawise,
The one who loves me, he will not give me up!
Tawise, Tawise,
I met the one who sired you,
Tawise, Tawise,
The one who loves you, and he has given you to me!
Tawise, Tawise,
I still have one who bore me,
Tawise, Tawise,
Who carried me in her womb and raised me,
Tawise, Tawise,
And fed me at her breast, she will not give me up!
Tawise, Tawise,
I met the one who bore you,
Tawise, Tawise,
And she has given you to me!
Tawise, Tawise,
I still have my brother,
Tawise, Tawise,
The tall one, he will not give me up!
Tawise, Tawise,
I met your elder brother,
Tawise, Tawise,
The tall one, and he has given you to me!
Tawise, Tawise,
I still have my short-eared sheep,
Tawise, Tawise,
This one and that one, the white ones,
Tawise, Tawise,
The mottled ones, and they will not give me up!
Tawise, Tawise,
I met your short-eared sheep,
Tawise, Tawise,
This one and that one, the white ones,
Tawise, Tawise,
Of different colors, and they have given you to me!
Tawise, Tawise,
I still have my young palms,
Tawise, Tawise,
Growing in the sand, the little green ones,
Tawise, Tawise,
If you climb them, they will prick you,
Tawise, Tawise,
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The ones with the thorny branches, they will not give me up!
Tawise, Tawise,
I met your young palms,
Tawise, Tawise,
Growing in the sand, and they have given you to me!
Tawise, Tawise,
I still have my Lord,
Tawise, Tawise,
God, who will not give me up!
Tawise, Tawise,
I met your Lord,
Tawise, Tawise,
God, and he has given you to me!
Tawise, Tawise,
I saw the goats to be slaughtered for the funeral,
Tawise, Tawise,
Which were enclosed and shut in.
Tawise, Tawise,
Among them are two of the pedigree of Hibori—
Tawise, Tawise,
May they jump out and be saved!
Tawise, Tawise,
Tomorrow at this very same time
Tawise, Tawise,
It is clear you will be in a pit lined with red clay!
Tawise, Tawise.
6
I have one goat there
Whose name is Ber-Harhiro
It’s an unusual one too:
With just one little teat, and even this askew!
Yet its milk fills a large skin,
And guests never miss a chance to taste it.
289.134 1. A Prayer For Rain 2. Ambergris From The Snake 3. A Chaste Woman: Three Folktales\fn{told by Isa
Amer al-Darhi (before 1974- )} Wadi Darho, Central Socotra Island, Yemen (M) 6
1
I beg you, Lord God
For a propitious rain, Lord God
Give to us of yourself, Lord God
What neither terrifies nor frightens, Lord God
That from which the streams will flow, Lord God
From which the soil will come together, Lord God
From which goats will be in rut, Lord God
I beg you wherever you are, Lord God
For a propitious rain, Lord God
Drive away troubles, Lord God
Drive away what wearies, Lord God
May no cruel man shoot at us, Lord God
May no piercing-eyed man hurt us, Lord God
May no powerful man threaten us, Lord God
Drive away what wearies, Lord God
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I beg you wherever you are, Lord God
For salvation and deliverance, Lord God
For protection and well-being, Lord God
I beg you wherever you are, Lord God
For the well-being that is from you, Lord God
That comes to pass through you, Lord God
What is made perfect through you, Lord God
Keep under your watch, Lord God
Keep on your lap, Lord God
Men and beasts, Lord God
For a spring rain, Lord God
Which neither buffets nor chills, Lord God
Which neither terrifies nor frightens, Lord God
I beg you wherever you are, Lord God
May the goats migrate up thanks to it Lord God
May the goats migrate down thanks to it, Lord God
May the goats gather thanks to it, Lord God
I beg you wherever you are, Lord God
For heat and rut, Lord God
I beg you wherever you are, Lord God
May the butter-skin be shaken, Lord God
Thanks to the spring rain, Lord God
May the goats migrate down, Lord God
Thanks to the spring rain, Lord God
I beg you wherever you are, Lord God
For herding and throwing, Lord God
I beg you wherever you are, Lord God
At dawn and at sunset, Lord God
I beg you wherever you are, Lord God
Drive away misfortune, Lord God
For a drop of moisture, Lord God
For loose, wet soil, Lord God
Make the rain clouds appear, Lord God
I beg you wherever you are, Lord God
Drive away what wearies, Lord God
What is enjoyable and proper, Lord God
From me to you, Lord God
2
I would like to tell you a story which took place long ago.
In times of old, there lived a poor man who worked for his daily bread, that is, for his lunch and his dinner. On
one of the days of God, he could not work any more. He said:
“Oh God! What shall I do? I cannot work anymore for my lunch and my dinner. Either I become rich or let me
die right now! Oh God! What shall I do?” The man thought a little and after some thought he said:
“Let me go to a wise man, a sage, and ask him. Maybe he will advise me what is needed, what I should want.”
He went and after a while came to the wise man, the one who could advise him, that is, to the sage. He said:
“I have come to you in order to complain. I work all the time for my daily bread, for my lunch and my dinner.
For nothing else, only my lunch and my dinner. Now I either want to die or let me have money!” The sage said:
“All right. Do you not want anything beyond this?” The man said:
“I do not want anything beyond this.” The sage said:
“Then go to such-and-such a gorge. When you reach the top, hurl yourself down, maybe you will die.”
So the man left and came to the top of the gorge. When he reached the top, he straightaway hurled himself
down and hit the bottom. When he hit the bottom, he found himself in good health. He’d suffered no injury, noth ing had happened to him, not a scratch. He went away and after a while he came back to the sage. He said:
“Look!” The wise man said:
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“At your service.” He said:
“I did as you told me: I went to the top of the gorge, hurled myself down straightaway and hit the bottom. But
nothing happened to me, and now I have come to you in perfect health.” The sage said:
“In perfect health?” The man said:
“Yes, in perfect health.” Then he said:
“So what shall I do now?” The sage said:
“Now look, there’s an underground lair in such-and-such a place, far from here. When you find that lair, you
will see something black inside. Then rush into the lair. When you see this black thing flee from you, follow it: either it will eat you, or you will find what you will find.”
He said, “All right!” and went on until he reached the lair.
When the man came to the lair, he bent down and saw something black sitting inside. He went down to it, he
rushed inside. When the snake (and it was a snake) saw him, it coiled its tail and then fled deeper through the lair.
He followed it. While he was following it he found ambergris—it shat ambergris. He collected the ambergris
into his cloak, he shoveled it in until he filled his cloak, then he went out and carried it away.
He carried away his ambergris and came to his friend, the sage. He said:
“Look! This is what I’ve brought you. This is what I’ve found.” The sage said:
“Go and sell your ambergris, maybe you’ll make a profit.” The man said:
“All right!” And he left, took his ambergris and sold it all.
Thus he got himself houses, shops and a great deal of money. After he had gotten all of this for himself, he
asked for a woman’s hand in marriage. When he asked for the woman’s hand, he arranged for himself a wedding
feast. And when the feast was over, on the wedding night, the angel of death came to him. He said:
“I have come to you as God’s messenger in order to take your soul.” He said:
“To take my soul?” The angel said:
“Yes, to take your soul!” The man said:
“Just as soon as I become rich, just as soon as I find wealth, and just as I’m about to enter my wife, you want
to take my soul!” The angel said:
“Yes, right now!” The man said:
“Right now? All right, give me time to get rid of my money and then take my soul.” The angel said:
“All right.” The man went to his wife and divorced her. He said:
“I am to die now and you shall not inherit anything. I will divorce you.”
And he divorced his wife and donated his belongings to the poor. He went back to the angel of death and said:
“Now take my soul.” But the angel said:
“I’ve been given a new order now—I will not take your soul. Money ransoms life!”
“Oh my God! Oh my God! Must it be like this? Shall I become a poor man again, with no money at all?” com plained the man.
*
He stayed this way until morning. Early in the morning, he went to visit his friend, the sage. He said:
“This and that happened, this and that.” The sage said:
“Go visit your lair again.”
Back he went to the lair and rushed in to the snake. The snake fled, he found the ambergris, gathered it in his
cloak, carried it away and brought to his friend. The sage said:
“Go and sell it as before.”
The man went and sold the ambergris as before. Then he again built himself houses. And he asked for another
woman’s hand and threw a wedding party. And when he was about to enter his wife, on the wedding night, again
the angel of death came to him. The angel said:
“I have come in order to take your soul, as God’s messenger.” The man said:
“Now, again?” The angel said:
“Now, again!” The man said:
“Oh God! What can I do? Every time I get rid of my belongings, it is said: ‘Money ransoms life.’ I don’t know
what to do. Now, I’d like there to be an agreement between you and me. I’d like to pray, and when I finish my
prayer, take my soul.” The angel said:
“All right! Finish your prayer.”
The man went to pray. When he’d made one prostration, he looked back because he was not sure the angel
would give him time to complete his prayer. The angel of death said to him:
“Why are you looking back? Finish your prayer!” The man said:
“Oh! I wasn’t sure! I wasn’t sure! I was afraid you would take my soul before I completed my prayer.” The an 110

gel said:
“No, I will not take your soul before you complete your prayer.” The man said:
“If you are not going to take my soul, then I’ll bind you with an oath that you cannot take my soul before I
complete my prayer.” The angel said:
“Yes, make me swear I will not take your soul before you complete your prayer.” The man said:
“All right, swear!”
He, the angel of death, swore. He swore he would not take the man’s soul until he had finished his prayer.
Then the man who’d become rich also swore, that he would never pray any more!
*
The angel of death went back to God, and God the almighty (glory unto Him) said:
“Leave him in peace until he prays again.”
The man lived with his wife, he lived with her and prayed no more. And that man was an imam, who used to
pray for the people.
He continued on, staying with his wife and living off his wealth, enjoying his wealth. And he had money, much
wealth. The man was rich, he and his wife were.
*
In one of the days of God, while they were dwelling there, a woman died in their neighborhood.
When this woman died, the people dug a grave for her, and they sent for the man. They said to him:
“Let’s go, you will pray at the burial.” He said:
“I will not pray at the burial. If I pray at the burial, I will die.” They said:
“Are you mad? Go and pray at the burial!” (For he was an educated man, an imam, well read.) “Go and pray at
the burial!” He said:
“My friends! I will die if I pray at the burial.” They said:
“No, you will not die. Come on, get up and pray at the burial.”
The man went, washed himself, purified himself and his garments, went out to the cemetery and prayed at the
burial. And as soon as he said, “Peace be upon you and God’s mercy and His blessing” he collapsed and died. And
the people said:
“Woe unto us! Woe unto us! Did not he say before: ‘I will die’?”
And this is the end of the story.
3
In times of old, there was a woman who would not marry. And yes, the woman was pretty, with no defect
whatsoever.
One day a judge, a merchant and a king met in a certain place. They met and talked among themselves. They
talked among themselves about that woman. They said:
“Why doesn’t this woman marry?” They said:
“Hmm! If this woman won’t marry, she must have some defect.”
But in fact the woman was pretty, and men wanted to have her as a wife, but she didn’t want to marry. They
said:
“Hmm! That woman must have some defect.”
*
Now she heard them talking about her. And when she heard them, she said:
“Since the men have spoken this way about me, I’ll have to defend myself. And I will defend myself using a
trick.” The woman went to a craftsman, a carpenter, and said to him:
“Make me a chest out of boards that can hold a man, in which a man can stand. And make for it a lock. I want
you to make three such chests for me.” The craftsman, that is, the carpenter, said:
“I’ll take care of it.”
The carpenter made for her three chests out of boards. Then he made locks for them. When he made the locks
for them, he brought the chests to her, delivered them to her. He said:
“Here are your chests.”
And that woman had a servant doing housework for her. She said:
“My servant, bring the king to me. Say to him: ‘The lady so-and-so wants you at her house at ten-o-clock.’
When you see him enter the door of my house, wait five minutes outside and then come in.” The servant said:
“All right”
And the woman lit incense and aromas in her house and arranged everything to be nice. So the servant left and
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came to the king. She said:
“Your majesty! Lady so-and-so would like you at her house at ten-o-clock.” The king said:
“All right!”
And he went to visit the woman. When he came to the woman, he said:
“What do you want?” She said:
“Oh! I want you, your majesty!” He said:
“Oh my God! I want you too!” She said:
“Your majesty! I want you to sleep with me!” He said:
“Oh! I want you too.” She said:
“Then I will make the bed for you, and you will sleep with me.” He said:
“All right!”
And barely had they started to talk, when the servant came in. The woman said:
“Your majesty! Get into the chest lest the servant see you! The servant has come!”
He got into the chest, and the woman locked him in.
*
As soon as she locked him in, she sent her servant out a second time. She said:
“Now bring me the judge. Say to him: ‘The lady so-and-so says she would like you at her house at eleven
o'clock!’
The woman left and came to the judge. She said:
“Oh judge! Lady so-and-so says she would like you at her house at eleven o’clock.” He said:
“All right!” And she did as before, lighting incense and arranging everything in the house to be nice.
Now the king was already in one of the chests. She said to the servant:
“When the judge enters the door of my house, wait five minutes and then come in.” The servant said:
“All right!”
So the servant did as her mistress said, and the man went (with her). When he entered the door of the house of
the woman, she welcomed him. She said:
“Oh judge! Blessings upon you! How I want you! I’ve been lovesick for you all this time, I have been waiting
for you. But since you have never come, I finally sent for you. I want you, I want you to sleep with me!” He said:
“Oh, I want you too!” She said:
“Do you really want me?” He said:
“Yes I truly do want you!” She said:
“All right then! Let’s sleep with each other right here. I want you!” The judge said:
“I really want you too!”
And barely had they started to talk, when the servant came in. The woman said:
“Stand up! Stand up! Stand up! Stand up! Go over there to the chest so I can lock you in and the servant won’t
see you and talk about us!”
So the judge stood up and got in the chest, without even having touched her. He got into the chest, and she
locked him in. Thus, two of the men who had spoken about her were there.
*
Then the woman said:
“My servant! Go again and bring me the merchant. Say: ‘Oh merchant! Lady so-and-so would like you at her
house at twelve o’clock.’” The servant said:
“All right!” And the woman instructed her servant as before:
“Wait at the door and so on.” And the servant said:
“Alright!”
As soon as the servant delivered this message to the merchant, he left, and after a while he reached the
woman’s house and greeted her. She welcomed him and said:
“Blessings upon you! I have prepared the bed for you and was waiting for you, but you did not come. I want
you, you have wealth, and one who has wealth is always liked. I want you to sleep with me, and I want us to
spend the afternoon together.” The merchant said:
“I want you too, but I didn’t dare visit you as I was afraid of you.” She said:
“No! I want you! Don’t be afraid of me any more, blessings upon you! Let us sleep together and stay a while
here in my house.” The merchant said:
“All right!”
Now barely had they started to talk when the servant came. The woman said:
“The servant has come! The servant has come! Get yourself in there! Get yourself in there, in the chest, so I
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can lock you in until the servant leaves!” He said:
“All right!”
Then he stood up, got in the chest, and she locked him in. And so they were three: the merchant, the king and
the judge.
*
They stayed there for a while, one or two hours. Then people started to look for them at home. They looked for
the king—he had not come home at noon. They looked for the judge—he had not come home at noon. And they
looked for the merchant—he had not come home at noon. People said:
“Where are these men?”
They inquired after them. After the inquiries, the men were considered lost. Then the woman came to the mar ket and announced:
“I have three chests, and inside each is something to amaze the eye. You will see there something to amaze the
eye! But my chests—each goes for three million.” People said:
“Oh! Expensive!” Three boys, the son of the judge, the son of the king and the son of the merchant, thought a
bit and said:
“What is this thing to amaze the eye? We want to see what amazes the eye. Let’s buy one chest!” They approached her and said:
“We’d like to buy one now. But if we don’t find there the thing that amazes the eye, what shall we do with
you?” She said:
“If you don’t find the thing that amazes the eye, cut off my head—but under one condition: the chest must be
opened before the people, in the marketplace.” The boys said:
“All right.”
The boys went off, then brought her the three million and took one chest. They took their chest to the market place, and the woman went with them. They assembled the people, and the chest was opened. And when the chest
was opened, the people saw one of the men inside. Everybody said:
“What a trick!”
But the other two remained. Then the other two were brought and sold, each for three million. And those men
came out
The king was angry, the judge was angry, and the merchant was angry—but people don’t take each other to
task without reason. They said:
“Why did the woman do such a thing to us?” They said:
“The fault is ours. We doubted her, the woman heard it and devised this trick for us. Now, one of us has to
marry her.” The merchant said:
“Let me marry her now.” They said:
“Yes, go marry her.”
*
So the merchant went and married her. And when he married her, he slept with her and entered her. He said:
“Now that I have entered you and you have conceived a child, tomorrow morning I want you to give birth to
that child. Tomorrow morning I want to have my child before me and I want to see that you have given birth by
that time.” She said:
“Consider it done! Now, have a look here at this date seed: I want you to plant it so it produces a tree ready for
pollination tomorrow morning. My child will pollinate it.” He said:
“I can’t plant a date seed tonight so that tomorrow morning it will be ready for pollination.” She said:
“Just as I can’t give birth tomorrow morning.”
Thus she bested him. And he divorced her and then went and told the other two. He said:
“The woman outwitted me with her trick!” The king said:
“I’ll take care of getting rid of her, but I’ll marry her first!” They said:
“Great, go marry her!”
Off went the king and married her. And when he married her, she prepared a skin with honey for him and at tached a cord to its legs. Then she put it there, by the doorway. There she left it, having arranged some bracelets
on it, and she sat down here, by the wall. Then she turned off the lamp so the man would mistake the skin with
honey for a woman.
When the king came in from outside, he saw darkness and groped along. Then she pulled the cord. And when
she pulled the cord, he heard the bracelets jingling and kept groping. When he heard the bracelets jingling, he kept
groping (and she had wrapped her honey-skin in a cloak). He groped until he touched the teats of the honey-skin
and took them for a woman’s breasts. He thrust a knife into the skin, tasted it and said:
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“Wow! Her blood is honey!” Then the woman said:
“Eh! A curse upon your beard! I am intact!” Then she went outside.
Thus she bested the king. The king went to the judge and said:
“That woman bested me!” The judge said:
“No! I cannot! I cannot oppose this woman! I surrender.”
This is the end of the story.
289.139 1. The Story Of The Makon 2. Rehabben Of The Tribe di-Kishen: Two Folktales\fn{told by Ali Abdallah alRigdihi (before 1974- )} Wadi Darho, Central Socotra Island, Yemen (M) 2
1
In times of old, the Makon was on the crown of Hagher. For the Makon had been built by that time.
And there were a few men who ruled the Makon. Among them was one Swahili, and that Swahili was a strong
man. They imposed a rule: every uncircumcised boy who came upon the Makon had to make a vow.
Upon taking the vow, he was given until one year came round to fulfill it. If he fulfilled his vow, the Swahili
would be killed and the Makon destroyed, but if not, the uncircumcised boy would be killed.
Several boys made vows but did not fulfill them.
*
Now there was a man from the tribe of Rigdtho, and he had a grandson, the son of his son, an uncircumcised
boy. He said to his grandson:
“Go up to Hagher and bring down our cows. But I strongly advise you—do not go near the Makon!” The boy
walked till he reached Hagher. He said:
“Why don’t I pass by the Makon to have a look and say hello?” They asked him:
“Are you uncircumcised or have you been circumcised?” He said:
“I am uncircumcised.” They asked:
“Where are you from?” He said:
“I am from Rigdiho.” They said:
“Make your vow, because you are uncircumcised and have passed by the Makon.” He asked:
“Must I?” They said:
“Yes, make your vow!” He asked:
“Have any of you ever produced a goatskin of dates whose variety could not be recognized?” They said:
“Can an uncircumcised boy come up with such a thing?” He asked:
“Have any of you ever produced a jug of butter that made people sneeze as soon as it was opened?” They said:
“Can an uncircumcised boy come up with such a thing?” He said:
“Nor has anyone ever brought in a goat that could knock the teeth out of this Swahili.” They said:
“Can an uncircumcised boy come up with such a thing?” They asked:
“Is there anything else or have you finished?” He said:
“Nothing else.” They said:
“In exactly one year from now bring what you have!”
*
He walked until he reached his grandfather, the Rigdthi, in the evening. He asked:
“You didn’t pass by the Makon, did you?” The boy said:
“Yes I did.” The grandfather asked:
“What did you say?” The boy said:
“I said such-and-such.” The grandfather said:
“Fine. You did nothing wrong.”
But in fact the old man was angry with his grandson. The old man thought on what ruse he might devise. He
milked his goats into pots that he put on the embers of the fire. Then he took the skin off the milk, collected it and
boiled it with the flowers of the plant until this filled a large jug, which he buried.
In the summer, he pollinated his date palms, placing six or seven male inflorescences in each female blossom.
He did so to “burn” the date clusters with pollen, so that only a handful of dates would remain on each cluster. In
autumn, he cut down the dates and put them out to dry in the drying place. He peeled them and took out the pits
until he filled a goatskin with them. Then he left the goatskin and the jug of butter and went to his goats.
He had two black she-goats in Dishes, in the area of Reged, which were pregnant. When they gave birth, he
slaughtered the kid of one and had both she-goats nurse the remaining kid. He left it until one year had passed.
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Then he said to his grandson:
“Take the goatskin and the jug and bring them to the Makon.”
*
Now the men in the Makon were awaiting this meeting. The boy put everything on his shoulders and walked
till he reached the place. Then he left everything there and went back to his grandfather. The grandfather said:
“Wrap yourself in this cloak and look neither to this side or that until you reach the gate of the Makon. When
you see that the goat’s shoulders are even with the threshold, say: ‘The door will be taken away because of me,
and the curtain because I enter! I found two two-year-old she-goats, one-time mothers, in Dishez, whom neither
downpours drove nor drizzle from the stars.’ Then you will turn your head towards the goat and say: ‘Hoosh!’”
So the boy walked until he reached the middle of the way, then he said:
“Why don’t I look at the goat, to see whether or not it’s still following?”
And so he looked at it. And as soon as he looked at it, the goat fled homeward. So the boy came back to his
grandfather. Well, the old man was quite clever and said:
“Did you look around before you reached the place, my grandchild?” He said:
“Indeed, I did look, grandfather!”
The next morning, he sent his goat with him again. He said:
“Now, don't be looking this time until you reach the place!” The boy walked until he came to the Makon. Then
he said:
“The door will be taken away because of me, and the curtain because I enter! I found two two-year-old shegoats, one-time mothers, in Dishez, whom neither downpours drove nor drizzle from the stars.”
Then he looked at the goat. When he looked at it, the goat jumped and smashed the threshold of the Makon.
The men caught it and cut off its head. And the Swahili was smacking his lips. It was flayed, its skin removed and
its throat cut.
Then it was offered to the Swahili. He put it in one corner of his mouth and tried to take a bite, and two of his
dogteeth fell to the ground. He moved it to the other corner of his mouth and tried to take a bite, and the other two
canines fell to the ground.
Now the goatskin was opened and the dates were inspected: nobody knew what kind they were.
Then they went to the jug and took off its cover. When they took it off, everybody sneezed.
At that moment, the Rigdihi had fulfille his vow, and the lords of the Makon fell victim to the sentence that
they had determined for themselves.
The head of the Swahili was cut off, and on the very same day the Makon came to an end.
And at this there was rejoicing.
2
In times of old, there was a man named Rehabhen from the tribe di-Kien in Qabheten, in the Western Province.
He was a brave and rich man, and he had a son and a servant.
Around this time, Europeans arrived on the island of Socotra, and some of them settled near his territory. When
he saw this, he devised a trick so they would leave Socotra.
He found out that a European man and a girl used to go out walking by themselves.
He ordered his son and his servant to catch them, and they caught them. After they caught them, he took the
girl and covered her with a piece of cloth in the presence of the European man. Then he slaughtered a billy-goat,
spraying its blood in front of the man. After he had hidden the girl, he flayed the goat and concealed its hide. Then
he arranged some firewood and lit a fire. He put the goat meat on the fire until it was ready. Then each took a
piece and ate it.
Then he commanded his servant to release the European.
The servant duly released the man, while Rehabhen pretended that he did not see this. After the servant sent
the man away, he ran till he reached his friends, and then told them about what had happened. He said:
“The woman was slaughtered in my presence, she was roasted and eaten! Then someone came and set me free,
and I fled till I came to you. It’s up to you what to do now.”
They called each other together and fled, they left.
As for Rehabhen, he married the girl and she bore him children, and their offspring became the tribe di-Kishen.
1920
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261.151b Moments Of Illumination\fn{by Muhammad Mahmoud al-Zubairi (1909-1964)} Sanaa, Yemen (M) 1
I feel a breeze like that of Paradise
That breathes within the depths of my own soul;
And then I feel the rhymes, they seem to creep
Like ants that creep within my consciousness.
One rhyme eludes me as it flits away,
Others there are that serve me willingly.
One parts from me and I despair of it,
Another’s full of promise to return.
From these I write about the life of men
And wage my war against their murderers.
It is with these I write about existence,
Revealing what is fine and exquisite.
And of these rhymes some flash as lightning does,
Revive the dead, refresh the barren earth.
If they should only softly touch my soul,
My heart would leap up then within my breast.
Among them there are those which are most rare
And never dwelt before in mind or heart;
And if they should descend on me charge on
Just as a beast that finds a fertile land.
And some are dromedaries which, led on,
Conquer the sky and lay bare the unknown.
And some are untamed camels of the desert—
Only a prophet has the skill to mount them.
Most of these rhymes escape out of my hands,
Vanish away although against their will.
There is a rhyme sought in the depth of ocean:
You find true pearls and a rich hoard of treasure.
And there are measures bearing the weight of mountains
That in the mountain’s heart dissolve away.
There’s meaning that will straightway find the word,
And words that run spontaneously to meaning.
Each of them has its own appointed place
And with precision it will find it out,
As if my mind were like a garden, where
Every lover finds his own beloved.
I give myself in wonder to these rhymes,
Jealous not to lose them in my joy.
Sometimes in silence I will listen to them;
At other times I cry out in my rage.
My mind has never been a slave to them,
Nor have I sought from them mere worldly gain,
But it is my resistless fate decreed
I be a poet—and indeed I am.
30.169 What Came Between Aneesa And Me\fn{by Mayfa Abd al-Rahman (1921-

)}

South Yemen, Yemen (M) 6

“The mother herself is young—not more than thirty.” My own mother was speaking to my father, but her eyes
were on the ceiling.
“The daughter is just fourteen so how old was the mother when she was married? She hadn’t reached puberty
yet either, had she?”
Father didn’t reply, but he raised his eyes to the ceiling where mother’s eyes were fastened and brought hers
down, looking sternly into them. Mother understood and looked dejected at the failure of her efforts. But Father
tried to dispel her dejection:
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“We have money, thank God,” he said quickly, “We have a qat plantation and livestock as well.”\fn{ A note reads:
The habit of chewing the leaves of the narcotic plant, qat, in Yemen usually takes place after lunch and sometimes through the early hours
of the evening. Qat is usually chewed in company and the practice involves a great social and, in higher circles, cultural exchange which
may include the reciting of poetry and anecdotes.}
I was aware that my father was trying to impress me with his power; at the same time I was also aware that my
maternal aunt had gone off to the mountains (carrying five dinars of my own money), to reserve Aneesa as my
bride.
After having spent six years (a third of my life) on the seasonal work circuit, being paid the minimal daily
wage and suffering bitterly if any tiny mistake was made in the Accounts Section of the Department of Agriculture, I had been finally confirmed as an agricultural laborer. That was six months ago. During the last six months I
had been able to save some money, the amount of which I have only an approximate idea, since my mother is the
treasurer with whom I deal.
My father says he has money and, in fact, he is not boasting. He is, however, driving at something else which
my mother and I instinctively understand. Thus, I am working and saving my money so that I will be somewhat
independent. If I achieve that I can perhaps suggest to Father that he relieve himself of the burden of dominating
us. That suggestion, of course, may not be received seriously in the shade of the tombs where the men of our
village like to relax and chew qat, especially after lunch.
But still I had worked hard and saved, motivated by my desire for liberation from my father. From those
savings I had taken the five dinars in order to reserve Aneesa for myself.
“Aneesa,” her father told her, “a fine young man is asking for your hand.”
“Does my mother know him?”
“He’s the one who bought cigarettes from you on Friday when I was at the mosque.”
“I don’t remember him. Is he from Jihaf?”
“No, no—he’s from al-Azariq, from a good family with a reputation for being well off and respectable.”
The days passed slowly after my aunt had spoken for Aneesa. I felt as though I was under a good deal of pressure, waiting for Aneesa on the one hand and, on the other, finding my head full of helter-skelter fantasies about
other girls, the daughters of drummers and garbage men: Saida, Amina and Qabul—each of them less attractive
and more available than the other.
“Here are fifty dinars,” I said to my father, touching his beard respectfully and adding, “I want to get married.”
He shoved me away at first; then he took the money and added, as though divulging a great secret to me,
“You know, marriage costs a great deal. You’re not marrying a drummer’s daughter.”
He sold a cow and a calf, borrowed a hundred dinars and set out for Mount Jihaf accompanied by my paternal
uncle and my mother’s prayers. At Mount Jihaf he met my maternal uncle and aunt who had been the ones who
spoke first for Aneesa. Aneesa’s mother, however, made excuses. She didn’t want to marry her daughter off in
such a hurry, she said; Aneesa had not yet reached puberty, she said; she had not yet had her fourteenth birthday.
Later, I found that Aneesa’s mother had said the same thing to my aunt earlier, but my aunt never told me, nor
did she ever return my five dinars.
*
It had started this way.
One day my aunt came as usual to visit us. Since I was at home I couldn’t avoid meeting and sitting down with
her, my mother and my two younger sisters.
First she had talked about various topics but then she introduced the subject of marriage, in particular, recent
marriages in her own village. I got up to leave so as to avoid the inevitable next steps in this discussion. At this
point, my aunt would usually begin to make jokes about marriage and refer to our own family. If one of my
sisters’ names were raised, that unfortunate girl, the butt of the jokes, would find herself a wife whether she
wanted to be one or not. In this way, three of my sisters had been married off.
Because of this, I always rejected the idea of marriage in front of my mother and aunt. And since I, personally,
did not want to obtain a wife through the machinations of someone else, no matter who they were, I pretended to
shrink from getting married at all.
My mother and my aunt, for their part, took my rejection seriously since such was the prerogative of mature
males, but I used to daydream constantly of marriage wishing, if it were possible, to have all the girls of the
village.
So that day, when my aunt began to joke lightly about the subject of marriage, I decided to leave immediately;
however, she was ahead of me, squeezing me between my shoulder and neck.
“You’ve grown up and put on airs, have you?” she said in a tone that was both teasing and reproachful. “Why
don’t you ever visit us? Do you think Jihaf is too far away?”
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It became obvious to me that she had already carefully prepared the matter of my marriage and was about to
get the better of me. I had to apologize for not visiting her and, of course, that led to my agreeing to visit soon—
which really meant that I was agreeing to facilitate her goal of marrying me off, of solving my own growing
preoccupation with the subject.
In my boundless naïvete, I had felt I was above my aunt’s sympathy. I was fed up with being single, fed up
with myself and my stupid fantasies about marriage and choosing my wife in my own way, yet all this time my
aunt had been preparing the whole affair in a manner one could only envy.
No sooner had she extracted my agreement to visit than she began carefully to lay the yoke of marriage around
my neck.
“When are you going to get married?” she asked me.
I smiled at her like a virgin girl, answering the question in practical fashion by going to visit her.
*
It was pointless to feign indifference and pride under the illusion that I could myself map out the way to the
goal of marriage. For I am not such a unique person in our village that I could defy the customs by which it had
abided for ages. Thus did I persuade myself to accept the yoke which my aunt was fastening around my neck; in
her teasing way, she was reminding me both of my age and her plea for me to visit her, then making a connection
between the visit and the prospect of my getting married. Thus did she make sure that the first inevitable step on
the long road toward the goal of marriage would be attributed to her. My aunt suggested to me:
“There is a girl who passes the house every morning on her way to school. You should sit by the lote-tree so
you can see her when she goes by.”
It was half-past six. I left my tea and went out. I waited by the tree a whole hour for that girl. My aunt stood in
the doorway of her house, signaling to me the direction from which the girl was approaching. But no sooner had
the girl seen me, than she turned down behind my aunt’s house as though to escape a wild lunatic on the road. I
left my spot beneath the tree and walked in the opposite direction from the girl’s so I could confront her face to
face, only to be bitterly disappointed by her plain looks. Would to God I had never left my tea! Would to God I
had never waited! Would to God …
But, somehow, the news spread throughout the village that I wanted to marry this girl whom I couldn’t bear to
see. I was filled with annoyance and rage. The rumor spread from village to village until it re-echoed in the
mountains around our village of al-Azariq. This did not throw me into despair, however. I had come to a decision.
I went to visit my aunt again, but this time of my own accord. I had made up my mind to get married and to ask
my aunt to help.
This time, my aunt called me urgently to the rooftop.
“Do you see her?” she asked.
I could not see anything clearly, but I understood at once what she meant.
“What about her?” I asked.
“Do you like her?” my aunt returned.
“I can’t see her clearly,” I answered. But by now, I had become really serious.
My aunt, however, was a resourceful woman. She had never been lacking in quick, spontaneous solutions to
new situations, such as mine. She simply suggested that I go to the store owned by the girl’s father and buy two
pounds of sugar. My aunt said she was sure that the girl herself would serve me since the shop was parallel to the
house, the father was at the mosque for the Friday prayer, the mother at the well to fetch water where she would
no doubt be delayed, and that left no one at home except the girl and her little sisters.
So I went, and called out the name of the shop owner, the girl’s father, just as my aunt had told me to do. After
I had called many times, Aneesa did, in fact, come out.
I was dazzled. I was completely taken by her, I found myself wishing for her, actually desiring her at that very
moment. Forgetting all about the two pounds of sugar my aunt had asked for, I asked for cigarettes—five of them.
Aneesa handed them to me, taking my money and, at the same time, my heart. The thought of leaving her
dismayed me, so I tried to prolong my stay a little.
“Fifteen fils each!” I stammered clumsily. “That’s a lot. How much do you sell a pack for?”
Considering my aunt’s previous attempts to reserve this girl for me, Aneesa obviously viewed my speech as
flirtation, so it was not surprising that she should reply, harshly and firmly:
“Do you want your money back or do you want the cigarettes? We don’t sell full packs.”
After this incident it was, as my aunt said, perfectly appropriate that I should agree without hesitation to follow
my aunt’s first step with a second step. It was then that I took fifty dinars from my savings and placed them in my
father’s hands, asking him to arrange my marriage with this girl, Aneesa.
*
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The marriage contract took a very long time to work out, many times as long as the distance from our house to
where the girl lived. The working out of the contract was characterized by the exercise of coercive pressure and
power plays on both sides which, after a while, began to seem more important than the actual marriage.
In spite of all our work, Aneesa’s father resorted to evasion, refusing to make a decision on the grounds that his
daughter was too young, that she had not even reached puberty. My father countered with the logic of one who
didn’t care whether the girl had reached puberty or not. Aneesa’s father in turn tried to use his wife’s opposition to
the marriage as an excuse.
But my father did not allow him to seek refuge in this feeble ploy, pointing out that a wife could not be
allowed to impose her will on the husband, that the deciding voice in the marriage of both sons and daughters had
always belonged to the father alone.
Why did my father go to such pains on my behalf, since the girl had not yet reached puberty?
It turned out that the motive behind all this manoeuvring was Aneesa’s great value in the kitchen, at the well
and among the livestock—which I discovered only after our marriage. As for the children she would bear, I did
not think about that at the time—there was something else involved between Aneesa and me, more important than
any future children, something that could take place without them—that had to take place or else I was afraid I
might succumb to the enticements of the drummer’s daughters.
The girl’s father then retreated and pushed forward in another direction.
“The dowry for my daughter will be high,” he declared. “Your money couldn’t possibly pay for all the milk
she has drunk.”
I wavered momentarily between Aneesa and that cow which father had already sold; for a moment, I found I
was unable to move a single step. The cow, after all, was expensive also and, in addition, gave milk rather than
just drinking it. Father, on his side, proceeded to check this new move made by the girl’s father.
“The amount you name is too much,” he said. “Two hundred dinars! That’s a large sum,” he added with
irritation.
As for me, I found I was still fluctuating between the cow and Aneesa; that image of her which had dazzled
and bound my heart to her had vanished from my mind. But my father said, almost defiantly:
“Such an amount as you’re suggesting is against the law.”
With this he restored Aneesa’s place in my heart and erased that distorted image of her evoked by the cow. Her
father’s face darkened but, suppressing his anger, he spoke again:
“And what is the sum which the law states I should receive if I should give my daughter to your son?” he
asked in a voice strongly tinged with sarcasm. His tone made me feel weak at the knees. But my father countered
sharply:
“You’re not going to give us your daughter for nothing,” he said scornfully. “A hundred dinars are enough for
you, and that’s according to the law.”
“A hundred dinars!! Well, all right. We won’t disagree. But come back after two years when the girl has
reached the legal age.”
He rose quickly as if to leave the group, a group large enough to fill my uncle’s house on this happy occasion,
though my uncle seldom received guests at home.
As the girl’s father rose to leave, I felt my mind begin again to confuse Aneesa with the cow. My father had
sold his cattle in order to marry me off. He was very proud of those cattle from which he derived his power over
us. Was Aneesa’s father’s stubbornness an indication of his pride in her too? Certainly, that was acceptable. But
did he wish to use his daughter as a means of gaining power over my father?
All during these discussions the guests had cheered either for my father or for the girl’s father—according to
which family or village they belonged. Those who were related to my father agreed with him even if they were
not from our village, and those from our village, even though they were not from our family, also supported him.
The same was true for those from Aneesa’s father’s family and village.
*
Now one of the guests, a man from Jihaf, intervened:
“What’s your final demand?” he asked the girl’s father.
“Two hundred dinars,” Aneesa’s father answered emphatically.
“That’s your final demand?”
“Not one fils less!”
The man turned to my father.
“And you, how much will you pay? How much can you pay?”
“What the law states,” my father replied.
“Why bring in the law now?” the man asked. “The law is one thing and your son is another. You have to
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choose: either the law or the haven of marriage; either the law, then, or the girl.”
“But the law itself is a haven,” said my father. “The law is for everyone, for me and for the girl, too.”
I threw myself into the heat of the battle. But the others shut me up roughly and blew me away as though I had
no more substance than a feather. I shrank back, ashamed, and told myself I would be content just to watch and
listen.
“I want him to chop something off the amount,” said my father finally, after a pause. “He’s better off than I am.
He’s got two qat plantations and a shop besides. And he has five younger daughters who’ll bring in five more
good dowries, with God’s blessing.”
*
After a long argument, involving discussions between the members of each side as well as discussions within
the larger group, the girl’s father agreed to reduce the dowry by twenty-five dinars—if, in exchange, I would buy
the bride a ring, a gold necklace and a pair of earrings.
My father cried out in protest! I, myself, was amazed, wondering why the girl’s father had laid down a new
condition—the purchase of gold, directly after accepting a reduction in the dowry. I could not understand all this
at the time, for everything was becoming mixed up together: Aneesa’s father confusing her with the gold; my
father, on his part, also confusing me with this gold. The members of the group on my father’s side were
confusing the dowry with the law, and those on the side of Aneesa’s father were confusing his greed with the idea
of married love.
In this process, I found myself seeming to merge with my own father, Aneesa seemed to merge with her father,
and marriage itself had become equated with all sorts of tactics and trickery. Whom was Aneesa going to marry?
It appeared that it was my father. And for whom would Aneesa produce children? It appeared that it was for her
father—this was all part of the strange confusion that seemed to be developing. It also appeared as though my
father was going to marry Aneesa’s father, and the one would produce children for the other. Now, because of
Aneesa’s father’s last suggestion of my buying gold and the opposition to it by my father, the deal was put off
once again.
“Let’s exchange concessions,” said my father finally. “I’ll make one and the bride’s father can make one.”
The girl’s father took one step forward and another backward in front of my father and, grudgingly, said he
accepted the idea of both sides making concessions.
*
Then it was my mother’s turn to put her foot in it, along with the multitude of other feet that had been involved
on the road to my marriage to Aneesa. My mother decided to prepare two sets of clothes for Aneesa, according to
her own taste. She took the first lot over before the wedding: two dresses, a head scarf, a meyzar, and a pair of
stockings.
“The stockings must be expensive ones, because they’re the first thing a man’s eyes fall on,” my mother
explained to me matter-of-factly.
Thus, in her turn, she had participated in the overall confusion: the stockings, the gold, the cow and Aneesa on
the one hand; and men’s eyes and money on the other.
Money. Yes, money!
High prices, the cow and the cow’s udders; high prices, gold and the guaranteed value of gold; high prices, the
stockings and my mother’s ideas; high prices, men, my mother and Aneesa, the gold, the cow, the stockings, the
eyes, the feet, the udders, and people’s ideas.
All of this blended into one flaccid jelly-like mass mixed with the juice of qat—and it rolled back and forth
from one pair of human jaws to another as the men sat chewing qat in the cool shade of the graves, both on the
flat plain of al-Azariq and in the high mountains of Jihaf.
*
For the afternoon of the wedding day, we had reserved two full rows of qat in one of the qat plantations near
us. That cost us twenty dinars. It happened that the day of the wedding coincided exactly with the time to pick the
qat, which guaranteed its freshness. But so many extra guests arrived that we were forced to raise the sum spent
on qat that day to thirty-five dinars!
That sum constituted the last step but one on the road towards Aneesa. But it had been preceded by a great
many other steps, all lost now in the whirlwind of my anxiety and fatigue which had accumulated during the six
months following our first speaking for Aneesa—six months I had spent suspended between waiting and
preparing for Aneesa on the one hand and, on the other, contemplating running away from the increasingly heavy
burden posed by Aneesa, to the daughters of drummers and garbage men.
Still, on the night preceding the wedding, I stole nothing from the drummer invited especially to play at my
wedding, except his drum.
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I wakened my two younger sisters and banged out joyful tunes on the drum for them to dance. My joy was like
a tall green tree growing and flowering in my heart. My heart itself was a broad plain, ploughed, planted and
irrigated with happiness. The mountains surrounding this plain of my heart were my own veins alive and filled
with hot blood that pulsed strongly with the melodies of my joy, melodies loud enough to waken the whole village
and the surrounding villages as well. I could hear different voices full of emotion echoing here and there: a
woman’s ululations, a child’s crying, a dog’s barking and the crowing of a rooster—all of them sharing my
emotions in different ways.
We had slaughtered a cow and two lambs for the wedding day lunch. This, minus the cow we had sold, left us
only two cows and a suckling calf, though we did still have a good number of sheep and lambs left. We had also
killed a goat which one of my friends had given for my wedding, in return for a similar gift I had given him.
The guests crowded in … and a dreadful malaise crept over my body, riddling me with anxiety, making me
drag my steps heavily.
Where had all these guests come from?
And who had invited them?
I had no inkling about that at all, just as I had no inkling whatsoever about how much money I had actually
deposited in savings with my mother before the wedding. Perhaps it was my mother who had had something to do
with these successive waves of guests—I say, perhaps, since it was only a possibility.
The cause of my nightmare of anxiety—the arrival of so many guests—in the long run, however, helped to
bring about some relief and contentment in me. How? Some of my male relatives suddenly wanted to bring the
bride away from her father’s house, although it was still early for that, only three o’clock in the afternoon. This
was a pleasurable prospect. But, on the other hand, I had just begun to feel at ease with all the guests during the
afternoon qat session, so my relatives’ suggestion about the bride disturbed me a little. I felt torn in two. The
problem was that I did not know how to chew qat properly and how to get the most effect out of it in the shortest
time possible; the anxiety was having a more powerful, numbing effect on my body than the qat. I kept thinking
that if only I had time to get a proper fix of qat, I would overcome my worries and forget the huge amount of
money we had spent on the qat, both before the wedding and now.
The guests were distributed through several rooms in two large neighboring houses in our village. I had to
circulate among them all to make them welcome and create a relaxed and friendly atmosphere (and I had begun to
feel content with this role).
Still, my male relatives’ suggestion to bring the bride early gave me a sense of pleasure. It was completely in
harmony with my longing to see Aneesa and to give myself over entirely to her after the long and tortuous road I
had followed to reach her. This feeling of pleasure also coincided with my desire to break away from the nightmarish strain of the wedding. What a joyful moment that would be, I thought, after the long hours of anxiety and
fatigue!
But now my relatives suddenly decided to wait till four o’clock to bring the bride. I wanted her and did not
want her at the same time, but I could do nothing but listen and wait until Aneesa, yes, Aneesa arrived at last.
*
She came well wrapped up—as is usually the case—covered from the top of her head to the soles of her feet.
That bundling up of her and my own timidity prevented me from feeling any pleasure at all as I looked at
covered-up Aneesa on her wedding night surrounded by an alluring accumulation of women’s heads and breasts. I
wondered if they had clothed her in one of the two dresses my mother had bought for her or the meyzar and the
stockings. She had so many layers of wraps that I could not see what she was wearing at all. Even so, it was now
quite clear to me that there was a tremendous difference between the cow we had sold and my bride Aneesa!
Aneesa’s mother was calling on me to put incense in the incense burners in the bride’s room. This, I knew, was
not only to exhibit her pride in her daughter, but was specifically designed to exhibit me, the groom, to give the
women of my bride’s mountain town of Jihaf a chance to look me over.
This little maneuver destroyed the rest of my self-possession. Picking my way to the incense burners among
the women’s covered-up legs—soft and warm legs, most certainly—which filled Aneesa’s room, I nearly collapsed from sheer embarrassment. I felt as though my whole body was being pricked by arrows, suggestive looks,
shots from the women’s eager eyes: their whispers inflamed my fantasies and almost overcame me.
I did not have even a glance, however, for any other beautiful girl, even one ready to swallow me whole,
clothes and all.
I was concentrating only on Aneesa, my mind completely absorbed by, and blended with her. Together she and
I stepped over the slaughtered body of the goat that lay on the threshold of our house!\fn{ A note reeads: The practice of
stepping over the slaughtered body of a goat or lamb is performed anywhere in the Arab world, not just in Yemen. In some Arab societies,
particularly in the country or in the small towns, the animal is slaughtered as a thanksgiving for recovery from sickness or the safe return
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of a loved person or, as in the case above, for summoning grace. The meat of the slaughtered animal is usually, but not always, given to the
poor.} This was the last animal but one which we had slaughtered for the wedding. After we had crossed over, I

felt as though the greatest anxiety of my life had been lifted from my shoulders.
That anxiety only gave way to a greater anxiety that began almost immediately, however, and marked the start
of my life with Aneesa, the girl I had finally married after expending a huge amount of money, selling or killing a
number of valuable livestock and purchasing an awesome quantity of qat, and after facing difficulties more frightening even than the expense!
In the face of this new anxiety my joy receded and all that remained was a white cloth awaiting the sign of the
bride’s virginity,\fn{A note reads: The habit of showing a white cloth stained with the bride’s virginity blood (as proof of her good
moral behavior before marriage) has been prevalent in Arab society from time immemorial, but is now dying out in more urban circles .}
that little bit of blood that would be shed legally; the glorious wedding shrank and became nothing more than a
mishmash of the blood, bones and meat of slaughtered animals, of the twigs of the expensive qat, its leaves and its
juice.
I myself dwindled down to a mere male, a young bridegroom waiting for a bride to take off her veil and layers
and layers of heavy wrappings. Aneesa herself seemed to have become nothing more than a black veil and a
bundle of cloth. And the room shrank and became the hooves of the slaughtered cattle or the silver coins we had
spent. Even the village of al-Azariq diminished to a shady tomb over which grass and weeds and thorns grew.
*
When we were alone in the room my mother had fitted out for us, Aneesa refused to take off her veil.. She
insisted on my paying up first.
“They’ll demand the sign of your virginity tomorrow morning!” I reminded her, in a low voice.
She wept. To calm her down, I promised to pay and she stopped crying and held out her hand. I thought she
had given in, so I took her hand, but she quickly and forcibly withdrew it. After a moment, she repeated her demand for fifty dinars. I realized then what strangers we were to each other and tried to speak gently to her so I
could remove her veil myself. But she drew back from me in alarm.
“Don’t forget,” I reminded her, “tomorrow morning they’ll demand the sign of your virginity.” I was distressed for her but also, by this time, for myself.
She started crying again, more loudly this time, insisting more strongly on the fifty dinars. I felt totally
perplexed. It was a large sum, but clearly it was going to have to be paid. Then I realized that, with this fifty
dinars, she would recover double the amount in the dowry her father had conceded to my father, the amount for
which the gold jewelry was supposed to be a substitute.
I pretended to be angry and made a quick motion to snatch the veil from her face. She jumped to her feet,
which completely upset me. I realized I had to pay up and accept this as a fait accompli but, first, it seemed there
had to be a bargaining session with my bride to get her to remove her veil.
Well, we bargained and we finally agreed upon the sum of twenty-five dinars. I stuck my hand in my coat
pocket, produced the amount and gave it to Aneesa, who then removed her veil to reveal two cheeks wet with
tears. I felt suddenly a deep compassion for her and the roots of my love for her stirred deeply in me, spreading
out to fill my heart. I drew near in order to take her in my arms, but she shrank back in terror.
“They’re going to demand the sign of your virginity tomorrow morning,” I repeated gently.
She looked at me with eyes as terrified as though I were a wild hyena about to devour her. At that look, I felt
defeated, unable to demand any more of her. She appeared more distant and difficult to attain now than she had
been before the marriage contract had been signed. But, well, that didn’t last long. When I discovered myself
actually beside her, I was soaking with perspiration and Aneesa was crying and begging and resisting me to the
death.
Later, I could not even remember how the coverings and wrappings on her had all come off. The only thing I
remembered was the terrible failure of my efforts—three successive attempts to finish off the marriage between
the time we had come to an agreement and the break of dawn.
This failure crushed me. By the break of dawn, I was so exhausted I fell asleep. And then my body was visited
by fleeting nightmares—one after the other, of anxiety fatigue, failure and the cool shade of the village tombs.
Ah, Aneesa.\fn{Between 1918 (when they were freed from Ottoman rule) and 1962, the (territorial) western part of what is now the
Republic of Yemen—then called “North” Yemen, as opposed to “South” Yemen, which was centered around the (southern) port city of
Aden, and was administered by the British—was ruled by two very powerful Imams, Yahya ibn Muhammad (assassinated in 1948) and his
son, Ahmad (deposed in 1962). They created a king-state, similar in its control to the European king-states of centuries past, in which a
deliberate attempt was made to isolate the Yemini people from all outside influences; preserve the Islamic society as they knew it, together
with their authority in it; and secure the borders of the country. A native resistance movement against this grew up in the mid-1940’s, and a
successful armed revolution, aided by Egypt, broke out there in 1962, and continued until 1970 (the royalist forces having organized around
Ahmad’s son and withdrawn into the (northern) mountains, from which they mounted an armed revolt against the republican forces in the
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south). The British withdrew from their colony around Aden (“South” Yemen) and east of Aden (which continues on to the western border
of Oman) in 1967; and from 1970-1990, this part of what is now the Republic of Yemen declared itself to be the People’s Democratic
Republic of Yemen, a Marxist state openly friendly to the Soviet Union. This came to an end in 1990, and both parts of what is now the
Republic of Yemen federated together. A rebellion against this arrangement broke out in the south in 1994, but although it was suppressed
and the territorial integrity of the new country was preserved, the recent history of the State has been one of virtually uninter-rupted
political chaos and a continuous civil war since 2011, as no one faction in the country appears able to command enough loyalty to keep the
country peacefully united, except in name only:H}

30.224 The End Of Old Amm Misfir\fn{by Zayn al-Saqqaf (1940- )} Sahat al-Hadarim, Hadramawat Governorate,
Yemen (M) 6
Fierce winds were buffeting the mountains. They seemed to penetrate even the rocks with the cold breath of a
bitter mountain winter. Old Amm Misfir stood up, chewing what remained from his supper, licking his lips and
peering with regret into the empty bowl on the floor of the room.
“Thank you, Lord, for your bounty,” he murmured, rubbing his hands.
“What bounty are you talking about, unlucky wretch?” responded his wife.
“It is our duty to give praise to God in all circumstances.”
He pushed his fingers between his scalp and the tattered, dirty kufiyya that covered his small gray head, and
pulled its torn, scattered threads away from his forehead. He peered through the window, then sat down, easing
the burden of his sixty years onto an ancient mattress that was stuck to the floor in an age-old embrace. He fingered the pocket of his rough waistcoat, brought out his snuff box, removed the stopper; he placed some of the
dark powder between his lower lip and his jaw, pushed it gradually over to the left side of his mouth while spitting again and again. The silence in the room was broken only by the clearing of his throat and the small sounds
of his fidgeting on the mattress.
Enjoying the taste of snuff, he stretched out a hand and picked up the hose of the water-pipe. He inhaled and
cocked his ears to the sound of the water bubbling in it. He stood up, fixed the hose more firmly into the neck of
the water-pipe and began to breathe in and out. When he was happy with the result, he sat back on the old mattress, the tip of the hose between his lips. He turned his scrawny neck and called out to his wife.
“Aatika … hey Aatika! Come on, where’s the charcoal burner?”
“I’m coming,” she answered in a voice so hoarse its feminine tones had almost disappeared.
“Why are you in such a hurry? Has your soul reached your gullet already, unlucky wretch!?”
The old man calmed down and curbed his impatience. His attention was drawn to the flies competing at the
rim of the empty aseeda dish. He remembered the rich meals of the past and was possessed by an uncontrollable
urge to laugh. The laughter became confused with coughing which increased in intensity until his chest almost
burst.
Aatika, coming toward him with the burner in her hand and arranging the coals on it, said in a tone indifferent
from long familiarity:
“Why are you laughing, old man?” Then she added:
“Perhaps hunger’s made you see the water-pipe as a beautiful dancing girl?”
The old man, overcoming his coughing fit, turned round, his face bilious with irritation. He regained his breath
and tried to rearrange his exhausted body on the mattress. He turned his eyes away from the buzz of flies circling
within the empty bowl, and looked into Aatika’s face.
“Hmm, what did you say, you unlucky old woman?”
“What’s so funny that you almost died laughing?”
He took hold of the hose of the water-pipe which had fallen from his hand during the coughing and laughing
fit.
“Take this damned bowl away,” he growled in a mixture of annoyance and indifference. “It reminds me of my
empty stomach.”
Aatika leaned over to pick it up.
“Always issuing orders,” she grumbled. “Is that soldier still lurking inside you?”
“Shut up,” he said, drawing on the water-pipe again and blowing smoke rings into the air of the room.
“Let me ease the pangs of hunger in the pleasure of smoking!” Aatika sat down opposite him and adjusted her
tattered head scarf.
“Come on,” she said. “Tell me … old cock … what in God’s name made you laugh like that?”
He stretched out his legs and relaxed, leaning his head on the wall behind him. The clouds of smoke from the
water-pipe seemed to blend with his thoughts. He lifted his hand and scratched his head. Like one who has firmly
grasped fleeting memories he smiled, revealing yellow, decayed teeth; he passed his tongue over dry lips.
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“Woman, my thoughts have taken me far away, back to the days of fat chickens, rich spicy soup and that fine
wheat fatta drenched in pure butter we used to have; to the tender legs of young goats … the smell of good food.”
He talked on, describing different dishes he’d eaten or heard of, his mouth watering, the veins in his forehead
protruding, his eyes fixed on the ceiling of the room, his limbs trembling in the grip of emotion, while Aatika,
open-mouthed, listened in amazement and confusion. Different expressions passed over her face. She became so
absorbed in the pleasure of the talk, she did not notice that her husband had come to a stop. Before her thoughts
could take her too far, however, she came to and raised her eyes to look at her husband. The hose of the waterpipe rested on his cheek, and the relaxed wrinkles on his face told her he had fallen asleep.
*
Old Amm Misfir had been a soldier in the Imam’s\fn{ A note reads: The Imams of Yemen were regarded as kings. It is not
clear when this particular story is supposed to have taken place, whether during the rule of Imam Yahya (d. 1948) or his son, Ahmad, who
died in 1962, the year of the revolution against the Imam and his royalist forces .} tax-collection unit, a unit devised by the gov-

ernment. The work had taken him to all parts of the country. Age and ill health had overwhelmed him finally and
he’d returned to his village, living in his stone hut in the distant mountains, regretting the banquets of chickens—
but, at the same time, alleviating, against his will, the loneliness of his wife Aatika.
Aatika had been alone since the departure of their only son, Salih, who had gone abroad many years before and
had not been heard of since.\fn{ A note reads: The economic and political situation in pre-1962 Yemen induced many Yemenis to
emigrate not only to neighbouring, oil-producing Arab states, but also to other countries .}
He and his wife lived on a few measures of grain wrested from the dry, sparse land and on a miserable pension
that was all that remained from forty years of army service. Not enough to fill a chicken’s gullet, as he was wont
to say, whenever he felt like complaining to his wife and other relatives in the half-deserted mountain village.
This year, after several seasons of near drought, things were even worse. The harvest dwindled, animals died
from lack of pasture, epidemics and famine spread. The Imam had left the people and the crops to the worms of
the cemeteries. In their old age, old Amm Misfir and Aatika had no one to turn to unless Misfir could think of a
solution to their miserable plight.
Aatika woke up and rose heavily, dragging her feet. She opened the door. A slow, sleepy morning in the desolate village. Another day ahead to be added to the ancient times of hunger. There was nothing left to eat in the hut
except a handful of discolored flour.
She collected her breath as she gathered sticks of wood, brought them back and placed them in the fireplace;
she busied herself with preparing breakfast. Old Amm Misfir was awake but still lay in bed, rubbing his eyes with
his fingers to wipe away the traces of sleep.
He pulled himself up and adjusted his head on the straw pillow, crossed his legs, laid one hand lethargically on
his head, and picked his nose with the other. His wife recognized this posture; he only positioned his limbs in such
a harmonious fashion when an important idea took hold of him.
Their situation was, beyond doubt, desperate.
After all traces of sleep had fled his eyelids, he began to think. While he was still deep in thought, his eyes
fixed on the ceiling, his wife’s cracked voice broke into the silence of his contemplation.
“Hey man, get out of bed and come and have breakfast. The day is half gone.”
He ignored her call and went back to his thoughts. When she brought the food and bent down to place it on the
ground, she scrutinized him carefully.
“Why don’t you answer, you unlucky wretch?” she asked. “Don’t you want breakfast? Get up, man, I have
important things to talk to you about.”
Muttering in exasperation, he collected his worn-out body, and stood up.
“What a curse!” he grumbled. “Hunger and an evil-tongued old woman all at the same time.”
“Stop complaining and come to, old cock,” answered his wife. “It’s time for breakfast! I’m about to die from
hunger.” Glancing at the dish of food on the floor, he sighed in frustrated anger.
“Mateet and dry bread—the same tragedy every day!” He went on muttering as he grabbed a tin ladle full of
water and stood at the doorstep. He poured water out to wash his face and hands.
“Mateet and aseed, aseed and mateet—every day! Till when?” Sighing once more, he added:
“What a miserable existence! What's the use of still having teeth in my head when there’s nothing more to eat
than mateet and aseed!” Aatika, losing all her patience, sat down to eat.
“Why are you so slow today, old man?” she called. “Hurry up or I’ll eat all the food myself. There, I’ve
already started.”
He sat opposite here and began to share the mateet.
“You said you had something to talk about. What is it?” She said, with her mouth full,
“Only that our provisions are almost gone. We have to do something.”
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“Yes, I know,” he answered. “We’ll kick the bucket, no way out, but what else can we do? You don’t leave me
time to think.”
“What’s this ‘time to think’ that you need?”
“All last night I was thinking … and this morning …”
“Thinking?” she inquired sarcastically, interrupting him. “Like last night? That’s thinking? You think, while
you’re asleep, about feasts of chicken, warm bread, soft wheat fatta drenched in butter and—”
“Stop your nonsense. I tell you, we’re going to die of starvation.” A dog howled in the distance.
“Our corpses will be torn to pieces by dogs while you are sitting here chewing empty words,” said Aatika,
wiping the bottom of the plate with her fingers and then licking them clean. He said nothing.
“Well?” she asked. “After all this thinking, what’s the word?” He sighed, then lifted his head, signs of
determination on his face.
“I have decided on something.” She was still for a moment and, before she could interrupt, he hurried on.
“I’ve resolved to return to my job.”
“What job do you mean? Soldiering?” she said, in irritation. “What are you talking about? At your age and in
your condition?”
“Yes,” said old Amm Misfir. “I’m going to Hadi, Ghuthaim and Nasir and ask them to join me. There’s no
other way to keep us from perishing.”
*
People in the villages shivered with hunger and cold. The drought had become a bottomless chasm swallowing
its victims, like a cat devouring its offspring. The calamity had become so bad that it had even dried the tears in
people’s eyes.
Life had become like a terrible grindstone, grinding out fear, sorrow and death. Even those who had once concealed grain in their secret storage places, slammed the doors in the face of the hungry and kept to themselves—
even they had by now become besieged by the same fear. Death was knocking even at the mighty citadels of the
rich.
The Imam, his ministers and others in authority had let worms eat much of the country’s buried grain; now
they would occasionally exchange some for its weight in gold or silver. Those who were able bought a little, but
most were unable to buy anything but starvation.
People fought over edible shrubs and grasses and what remained of the leaves on the trees; bodies wasted
away, teeth closed over nothing and their eyes reflected only fear, fear of starvation and of the Imam and his soldiers.
*
Amm Misfir and Aatika spread out on an old tattered sheet all the old pieces of clothes and other necessities
which he owned. They hurriedly tied them up.
With one hand old Amm Misfir held the knotted bundle and, with the other, he reached out for his old rifle. He
lifted it, his body trembling, and slung it over his shoulder, panting with the effort. He looked right and left before
peering at Aatika, her face wrapped tight in sorrow. Old Amm Misfir recovered his breath and dragged himself
shakily toward the door. He turned toward his wife.
Two old heads facing each other, the old veined hands clasped, the two worn-out faces looking at each other.
Their eyes met for a moment, a moment like a lifetime, which seemed to hold their eyes together for an instant
and then was swept away by the bitter winter winds.
Amm Misfir, hunched under his load, went his way, trying in vain to straighten his body.
Aatika turned back to curl up all alone in the hut.
*
Old Amm Misfir and his companions formed a procession, passing along the lonely mountain paths on the way
to the government centre at Amil. Their thin legs stomped over the rocks. The desolate atmosphere seemed to
offer nothing but thirst. Over the men’s shoulders were slung waterskins and small bags of fried corn and dried
bread, provisions for the trip, from which, every now and then, hands would draw out a piece to gnaw on, or some
corn to crunch. Conversation went on all the time, a continuous nourishment to the band on the move.
Old Amm Misfir was already worn out with the journey and he would pause to rest at every possible opportunity. He stretched out his hands very often to his waterskin, and poured a little water down his burning throat. Occasionally, he would collapse under the weight of his rifle and the fatigue of his sixty-odd years, stopping the
group’s procession to catch his breath.
His companions were sympathetic and indulged him. After all, Amm Misfir was the oldest and held the highest rank among them; besides, it was he who had had the bright idea to go to Amil in the first place.
The way is long and hard for the men on foot. Old Amm Misfir drags his feet under the weight of his burden.
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The sky is pale and the wind whistles and the spectre of death seems to loom over the villages scattered along the
way.
The tune of an old folk song rises from the men’s throats. Old Amm Misfir tries to join in, but his throat dries
up. He resorts once more to his water skin, wringing from it the nectar of life, his hands trembling, his heart pounding.
Exhaustion overwhelms him and he collapses on the ground like a bundle of hay. He gasps, cursing, his hand
on his rifle, his thin legs splayed out on the ground. His companions surround him anxiously, feeling his forehead
and stretching out his legs so he is more comfortable. Questions pour out of their hungry, thirsty mouths:
“What’s the matter with you, Sergeant Misfir?”
“Do you feel better?”
“Be strong, man! There’s only a little way left to go.”
“Amm Misfir!”
The old man, twitching, moans and sighs, almost unable to answer. Words seem to grow heavy on his tongue
and his eyes sink back in their sockets with fatigue. He looks round at his companions but his eyes are clouded by
a veil of exhaustion. He moves his right hand and lifts his index finger in supplication.\fn{ A note reads: The lifting of
the index finger in prayer (whether voiced or silent as when a man is dying) signifies that “there is no God but God and Muhammad is His
Prophet.”} His heart beats faster.

His companions’ anxiety increases. A few tears roll down his dry cheeks, into the furrows and wrinkles. Hands
feel his forehead again; the man is aflame with fever. He gestures toward the waterskin. They give him a drink
and moisten his face. He calms a bit, his hands relax. Ghuthaim bends over the old man, listening to his heart and
feeling his chest.
“His heart is still beating,” he reports.
The road is empty and the sun about to set. On the horizon a village beckons, a mountain village where the
dome of a shrine gleams.
Heads come together and the companions lift old Amm Misfir up on their shoulders and resume their processsion. The faint moans of the old man echo above them.
*
Into one of the huts at the edge of the village the friends carry old Amm Misfir and set him down on a couch.
An old woman with a rusty lantern in one trembling hand places a frayed mat on the floor. Her movements and
her appearance seem to indicate impending disaster. The voices of the group rise, asking for food and water. But
the old woman turns over her hands and shakes her head. She murmurs, with the fear of a helpless person.
“There’s nothing except a little water.” As she went out to fetch it, the companions looked around at the hut
and were convinced that her answer was honest.
The old man awakens. Gathering his energy into a terrible moan, he calls for water … water …
They give him a drink and feel him all over. The fever still seems to be consuming his body in its fury. The old
woman squats near the door, her hand on her cheek, her eyes full of curiosity and fear.
“Can we find some sesame oil and some mustard?” asks one of the companIons.
She nods her head and goes out. After a short while she comes back with a container of oil and a handful of
mustard, then leaves them. The companions arrange the old man on the worn-out mat and bare his chest. His
breathing sounds painful and exhausted. Ghuthaim and Hadi rub his chest, neck and back with the oil and with the
mustard powder. His body seems like that of an immobile dummy.
When the massage is finished they stretch him in place. He is completely still except for the feeble breathing.
Then they turn to their own provisions of food and munch some leftover bread—a dinner that does not appease
their hunger. They drink what is left of the water, each stretches out in his place and a deep sleep overwhelms
them.
*
The night is pitch black, a deathly quiet envelops the village, arousing loneliness and gloom. The sounds of
insects echo among the stones.
Inside the hut, silence reigns like a king, except for the sound of faint moans forced from the lips of the old
man as if from a deep pit. The weary bodies of the companions are heavy with sleep but the old man has no more
control over his body; the fever is consuming him, his eyes are closed but sleepless; sleep and wakefulness mingle
in his mind.
He would like to scream with the full force of his voice but his heavy wooden tongue defeats him. He feels
thirsty unto death and, while water is nearer to him than his own jugular vein, he cannot reach it. His strength is
failing, he is powerless, fixed to the ground of the hut.
But in his mind he hears the cocks crowing, he thinks that a jug of cool water is nearby, he believes he can hear
126

the crackle of a wood fire in the stove. A smile returns to his lips and his saliva begins to flow. He can hear men
bringing out a young goat, honing their knife to slaughter it. The voice of an old woman rises in his ears as if she
cries out to her children to catch the red cock on the roof.
“Dinner for the sergeant, kids!” she shouts, and the barefoot children clamor and race about. The whole village
is competing to prepare a feast for Sergeant Misfir. Everybody gathers round, to look at old Amm Misfir, seated at
the head of the diwan, one hand holding a coffee cup, the other holding the stem of the water-pipe. The smoke
curling up from the oven arouses a childlike pleasure in him. A delicious expectation for dinner tickles his insides,
and he is filled with a feeling of contentment. He stretches out a leg and contemplates the smoke of the waterpipe. The merriment in the village increases and cries of the boys rise higher, mingling with the cries of the red
cock on the rooftop.
Curiosity gets the better of old Amm Misfir. In his dream, he goes up to the window to find out what’s causing
the commotion. At that moment the cock flies up and perches on the edge of the windowsill. Old Amm Misfir
looks out at the boys watching the cock and calmly rolls up his shirt-sleeves, revealing his arms. The hunted cock,
panting with exertion, is hanging onto the window edge as a nearby hand, that of Amm Misfir, advances calmly
toward it; the boys’ eyes, many eyes, stare eagerly and a cunning smile plays over the lips of the old man. His
hand stretches out towards the cock’s neck, the boys’ cries rise higher, but the bird suddenly pecks at the
outstretched hand, strong and sharp like a well-aimed bullet.
The old man screams at the top of his voice, shattering the silence of the hut. His cry explodes in the ears of
the sleeping men who wake, terrified, and quickly converge on old Amm Misfir. Their frightened hands feel him
over. But he is already cold … a faint glow on his frozen face, the eyes transfixed as on a great fear.
The hands of the three terrified men compete to close those eyes and then from their breasts arise deep sighs of
sorrow.
*
In the early morning old Amm Misfir’s companions hurried out in search of the old woman. They met her
coming towards them and told her what had happened. She sighed, a neutral sigh, not revealing any emotion
because a burden had been lifted from her own life, but busying herself with adjusting her black headscarf. She
indicated that they should carry the corpse to the village mosque next to the saint’s shrine at the top of the
mountain. There the custodian would ritually prepare the old man’s body for burial.\fn{ A note reads: Unless a person
has died a martyr for either God or country, his corpse must be ritually washed before burial .}
The three companions returned to the hut, reciting invocations to God.
They wrapped Amm Misfir’s body in an old cloak and then carried it off to the mountain top, their heads
bowed, repeating their invocations and prayers. Near the mosque an old Shaikh sat fingering his rosary beads and
murmuring prayers. They explained their sorrowful errand and he motioned them toward the door of the shrine.
The Shaikh followed them across a small open square paved with fine stones and into the washing room where
they set old Amm Misfir’s body down on a bed-frame of bare wooden boards. Then the companions returned to
the square, leaving the Shaikh alone with the body.
The washing room was a small enclosure with the sky for a roof, its floor simply an extension of the square.
Next to the wooden bed-frame where lay the body of Old Amm Misfir a low basin had been built for the ritual
washing. From the basin, the water ran out through an opening in the wall, its edges eaten away by time and use,
to flow over the mountainous cliff on which stood the shrine and the mosque into the deep chasm below.
The custodian took off his patched robe and his turban, and rolled up his shirt-sleeves. Yes, the ladle was in its
place at the edge of the basin. From a small crack in the wall he brought out a bundle of dirty cloth and a piece of
black soap. He stripped the corpse and began to wash it, murmuring invocations as he did so.
Old Amm Misfir’s body was small, thin, slippery from the oil and mustard with which his companions had
earlier rubbed him, in a vain attempt to ease his fever. The custodian of the shrine soaped the body, turning it over
and over, washing it continuously, the soapy lather mixing with the oil and mustard on the pale cold skin. As he
reached with one hand to the water basin, while steadying the corpse with the other, his foot slipped, the soap fell,
the corpse slipped from his hand, slid towards the opening in the wall and, in a few incredible seconds, was gone.
*
The custodian stood still, contemplating the disaster, all solutions and strategems deserting him. His heart
pounded, terrified at the horror of the calamity and at the prospect of what awaited him outside. What could he
say? How could he get out of this fix?
Just as the event had taken place in an instant, an idea flashed suddenly through his mind. He cleared his throat
and raised his voice in sounds of rejoicing, his face lifted to the sky, his hands raised high and all his body trembling.
The companions, waiting in the square, were taken aback by the sound of the continuous resounding prayers.
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They came close to the entrance of the washing room where the custodian’s voice was loudly proclaiming the
Lord’s omnipotence, his cries rising up to the vault of the sky. Curiosity overwhelmed them, they pushed open the
door and went in.
The Shaikh paid no attention to them but went on praying, wholly engaged in loudly calling upon God.
The astonished group cried out to him. They looked from him to the washing boards. Old Amm Misfir’s
clothes were all piled up but there was no trace of his corpse. In terror and amazement, they caught hold of the
custodian and shouted at him:
“What’s happened, Shaikh?”
The Shaikh stepped back … his face pale, his body trembling … his eyes staring, with his hands gesturing
towards the sky.
“The body,” he mumbled, “was snatched from my hands … amazing, unbelievable, but it happened … the man
ascended to the sky! God be praised! The Lord sent angels to take him from my hands. There was a noise like
thunder deafening my ears, lightning blinding my eyes. In the twinkling of an eye the body flew up to the sky. Oh,
there is no power and strength except in God!!!”
The Shaikh once more broke out in prayer and invocation, oblivious to all, his face turned to the sky, one hand
on his ear, the other raised high, his body shaking like a storm-swept tree.
The three companions whispered together, their eyes fixed on the sky, their thoughts and feelings in a turmoil
as they tried to understand the incredible event. Then they withdrew to the court and, from them also, came a cry
to heaven!
“Oh God, grant us an end like the end of Old Amm Misfir.”
30.215 The Kiosk\fn{by Muhammad al-Muthanna (1945-

)}

al-Hudaida, al-Hudaida Governate, Yemen (M) 2

Hadish Hasan settled back and sat down on a pile of rocks.
He was exhausted.
But when he looked up at the new kiosk, he felt a spark of energy stir within him. He had just put the final
touches on that kiosk. Now, for the fiftieth time, he inspected it carefully: the wooden struts that framed it; the
smooth counter; the metal band that held it together—all were feasts for his eyes. Such a fine kiosk had never
before been seen in the village of Jabir, and certainly not by the neighborhood street sweepers, of which he was
one.
Hadish Hasan recited, somewhat brokenly, some phrases of praise to God which he had learned from the
religious Shaikhs; then he wiped his face with both hands in the same way people do after finishing their prayers.
Above him, in the distant sky, dark clouds shaped like serpents, foxes and ships, approached each other and
touched as if in tentative reconciliation. A thin fog covered the neighborhood street and the houses, shacks really,
patched together from broken pieces of wood, sacking, metal from the bodies of junked cars. A soft damp breeze
seemed to lull the village of Jabir.
Hadish Hasan, his eyes fixed on his precious kiosk, felt himself also lulled into a mood of communion with the
world.
The last rays of the sun brightened the grey afternoon fog. The kiosk seemed to be illuminated, clad in transparent colors. Hadish straightened his dark body. He had, after all, finished the kiosk; proud of his handiwork, and
soothed by the calm afternoon, he no longer felt the ugliness of his face, of his life.
Aiysha, too, had just passed in front of him, dancing one of her magical, devilish dances. She had never found
Hadish attractive, that mocking, carefree Aiysha. But now … in any case, he thought, she’s the prettiest girl in the
village. At that moment, Hadish felt as though he could embrace the entire world.
Fog was gradually enveloping the street sweepers neighborhood in a thick cloak. Yet Hadish Hasan’s kiosk,
with its new white wood, its graceful supports, shone through the fog—a radiant landmark in the midst of the
chaos of makeshift huts and junk metal. Even before Aiysha had come into view, many hopes had stirred within
Hadish Hasan. Not the least of these hopes was that the new kiosk would be filled with attractive goods, with
bright light, and would be visited by all the neighborhood girls, including Aiysha. He envisaged her kneeling in
surrender before him.
The clouds shaped like serpents, foxes and ships completed their union in the sky and stood still, as if fully reconciled to each other. The breeze blew even more softly and Hadish Hasan felt he was finally in a position to
reassess his own situation, both the frowning face of the past and the bright promise of the future. The sky seemed
to sigh with gentle lightning. In the flare of the swift flashes, the roof of the kiosk glimmered and the metal
support shone.
The eyes of Hadish Hasan sparkled too. He lifted his hands upward to the sky, to receive the few drops of rain
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that were now falling, noting the cracks in his fingers and his palms with some bitterness. But today the bitterness
was not as sharp as usual; it was calmer, a feeling which he believed might soon be dissipated.
*
Hadish Hasan remembered his father, a street sweeper like himself. As he had aged, the old man had grown
hunched, his back bent, his eyes close to the ground, unable to see more than a few feet.
He remembered a time when his father had actually lifted his head and stared in Hadish’s face. As though
delivering a brief sermon, he had said:
“Look here, son, look at these brooms, they’re still quite strong. Your mother, God bless her soul, made them
when she was a bride. They’ve always reminded me of her.” Half-closing his eyes, he had continued:
“Hadish, I see that you are a man, one of the finest.”
He had looked down again and said no more.
When death struck his father in a back alley, that dark forehead refused to submit and fall flat onto the pavement. The old man had struggled not to do so; he had propped his chest up with the brooms. And when his father
was carried off, the brooms were lying flat at his sides, as though weighted down by the death of an old comrade.
These days, Hadish felt as though his own back was bending, was about to become hunched like his father’s.
Hadish Hasan had inherited the broom from his mother, the bride, and his father, who had struggled without
falling until he died. And Hadish felt he had done what his father wished as well as an obedient son could do.
*
The clouds shaped like serpents, foxes and boats clung tightly together, forming an immense mass in the sky;
the wind began to taste like wet mud. The dark mass loomed over the neighborhood, with its makeshift huts and
junk metal scattered in confusion. But the kiosk was different, Hadish thought, a unique bright landmark in the
village of Jabir.
What was to happen now?
Hadn’t the time come for that farce they called parental legacy to be buried in a pit with the broom, once and
for all?
Hadn’t the time finally come for him, Hadish Hasan, to experience a bit of joy?
Hadish Hasan was one of the army of illiterates who had been prevented from getting an education by the
harsh realities of life. He had had to carry a broom instead of a pen, and had been unable to find a single course of
action that might have offered some possibility of happiness. He hated the street sweepers, though he was one of
them, and his hatred was too heavy for the whole village of Jabir to bear.
Now, as he eyed his kiosk, the fruit of his own labor, he thanked God and acknowledged that he had been favoured by Sidi Jabir.\fn{A note reads: Apparently, this is the village of Jabir’s saint (sidi means “my master,” or, as here, “my revered
master or saint”).}
Hatred and bitterness, after all, had not stood between him and his ambition.
His hands were wet from the light rain. The fertile odors rising from the damp earth caressed his nostrils; flickers of lightning illumined, almost playfully, the strings of rain falling around the kiosk.
Hadish Hasan gazed once more at the circle of light surrounding the kiosk, and he envisaged a crowd of street
sweepers, men and women, young and old, shining in the darkness, disorganized, noisily buying flour and wheat
and rice from his store. He saw himself filling the orders with a contented smile and joking with the children who
came to buy sweets.
*
A car hummed in the distance, its headlights casting light on faraway buildings.
Hadish followed the movement of the vehicle with his eyes, as thrilled as though seeing a car for the first time.
Today he seemed able to find a reason for rejoicing in everything.
Then came the roar of thunder and the pounding of heavy rain. Darkness descended on the neighborhood and
on the village of Jabir. Yet even through the rain and darkness, Hadish Hasan, lying back in the rusty car body
where he had taken shelter, could still see the radiant landmark of his kiosk.
Then, for a moment, he could not be sure what was happening.
First he thought he saw a crowd of street sweepers ordering wheat and rice, and children blithely demanding
sweets. Then the rain came and flashes of lightning in which his kiosk seemed to flicker and burn. What unjust
power had decided to sweep away his new kiosk?
When the sun reappeared, the makeshift shacks of the village of Jabir emerged from darkness and stood out
clearly in the light. The water lying in great puddles gleamed.
But Hadish Hasan remained transfixed in the old car body, like a battered cloud. He felt as though life was
once more pushing him out, rejecting him as a raging sea rejects dead fish.
He stood spellbound, gazing at the ruins of his kiosk which floated on the puddles like bits of a memory, a
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dream.
His eyes refused to believe what had happened.
250.145 1. Heir Apparent 2. Misfortune In The Alley\fn{by Ramziya Abbas al-Iryani (1954- )} Iryan, Ibb
Governorate, Yemen (F) 3
1
Khadija touched her belly anxiously while muttering supplications that this time she would give birth to a boy
and make her husband, Masoud, happy. His words coursed through her body and wounded her.
“How barren your soil is, Khadija! Six girls one after another. If you had given me one son to watch over his
sisters in my old age and after my death, then life would have been easier.” She tried to placate him.
“There’s no distinction between girls and boys any more. They all go to school and get jobs.”
“Believe me, mother of my daughters, girls cause a lot of worry and trouble.” Then he added with affected
calmness and indifference,
“You remind me, Khadija, of our land. The only thing it generously bestows on us is qat.”
“You baffle me. Is it my fault that I’m just the soil? What you sow, you reap. Take care to sow crops other than
qat and you’ll see what the land produces for you. But all you care about is hurting me and your daughters.”
Khadija moaned from the pain as she tried to forget her sorrows by recalling beautiful memories and by
occupying herself with tidying the house. But the pain refused to go away. She said to herself,
“What a pity, Khadija, if you have another girl in your belly. Masoud will remain angry with you for one or
two whole weeks because of his bad luck.
“I pledge a dozen candles and half a pound of incense for the saints and holy men, a celebration for the Prophet
to be held at home in the first week after giving birth, and a thousand riyals for the recitation of the Qur’an in the
big mosque. The important thing is that Muhammad will arrive.”
She had chosen this blessed name for her son. Masoud would surely approve of it, for he only cared about the
child being a boy. The name did not matter to him at all.
*
That sharp pain had persisted in her back since the previous night. Her belly was burning like an oven full of
flames. She had been pregnant six times before and had never experienced such pain. The midwife who assisted
the neighborhood women in childbirth always shouted joyfully, “There is no god but God!” when she saw her,
declaring that this time her pregnancy was different. Her complexion was pure, her belly round, her voice clear,
her eyes bright, and her walk light. And soon the boy would arrive.
How happy it would make her to hear the midwife announce Muhammad’s birth! The pains of childbirth
would vanish and she would give a celebration deserving of Muhammad.
On the day of the boy’s circumcision, Masoud would slaughter a big lamb, and they would invite all the family
and neighbors. Blessed be her sisters, for they would prepare a feast to honor the boy and present his father
favorably.
*
She could no longer suppress her screams. The labor pains got closer and closer together, and her body convulsed from the excruciating contractions, which felt like they were splitting her body in two.
She screamed in pain.
Masoud woke up startled. The awaited time had come, and fate was approaching.
He rushed out of the house to seek help, and returned at once with the midwife. She proceeded to assist
Khadija, who had collapsed.
“I’ve been pregnant six times, Umm Au, and never before have I experienced this pain.”
The more she screamed, the more Masoud feared for her life. He insisted on taking her to the hospital. Perhaps
there she would get something to ease the pain.
He felt his limbs stiffening when the doctor informed him that his wife’s condition was critical, and that only
God, the Benevolent, could save her. He waited a long time, his heart pounding. The nurse came out with a
gloomy face.
“Congratulations. It’s a boy, and—”
He jumped to his feet with childish joy, and headed for the operating room. The sound of his son’s crying rang
out, rising higher and higher. The nurse grabbed him.
“Where are you going?”
“To see my son and his mother. Have you told her? Let me share with her our joy over Muhammad’s birth.”
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“His mother … his mother asked about the sex of the child before she breathed her last.”
At that moment, he wished he had been told that the baby was dead and the mother alive.
“She died? It can’t be! How did she die? How could she leave six little girls, and a newborn child who hasn’t
yet opened his eyes to the world … and me? Who will look after them?”
He broke down in tears as he burst into the delivery room, utterly incredulous. The doctor led him to her.
Choking his tears back, he held her cold hand with longing.
“Come back to us, Khadija. I don’t want a boy. I want you. Your daughters need you. They have no one to look
after them but you. Your baby may not survive without your tender breast and merciful hand.
“How will I return to your six children without you? They don’t understand the meaning of death and life. All
they want is your presence. Will you abandon them? Will you abandon your own flesh and blood?”
The baby’s crying grew louder and louder, and Masoud’s sobbing became more anguished. They all tried to
release his hands, which were grasping at the body lying prostrate on the table. Meanwhile the nurse approached
with the newborn child to put him in his father’s trembling arms.
2
Darkness descended on the street before the electricity was restored. There was a flurry of haphazard movements, and rapid footsteps could be heard, as people hastened to return home.
Children’s voices rang out in one of the alleys that branched off the street. It was a long, narrow alley covered
with dirt and scraps of paper, and strewn with garbage from the houses on either side. The children gathered in
circles and groups, happy with the silence of the adults, who sat motionless, waiting for the lights to come back
on. The women went home to prepare candles so that they could make supper for their children and coffee for
their spouses who returned from the smoking den—a popular haunt known for its large variety of qat, each kind
of which was attributed to the particular village that cultivated it.
“May God’s curse be upon the person who invented the electricity!” exclaimed a man who was sitting in front
of one of the houses.
“On the contrary. May God bless him!” his wife replied angrily.
She was standing in front of the window on the second floor. The man jumped to his feet, startled by the voice
that answered him unexpectedly.
“Why bless him? The electricity has made women lazy and—”
“Lazy? Does the electricity do women’s work? Or else what do you mean?”
“Each time the electricity fails, you go to bed and snuggle down between the covers, using the power outage as
an excuse. Meanwhile the children go hungry and the adults feel lost. Do you deny that, Safiyya?”
“What can I do? Buy me an oil lamp and a butagas stove, and I won’t have another excuse!”
*
The voice of a child crying interrupted them. He had stepped on a piece of glass while playing with his friends.
It was followed by a louder voice, which was shouting and asking the people of the alley for help. A misfortune
had befallen this person.
Safiyya could not identify whose voice it was. She rushed out of the house to find out what had happened and
began calling out to Hasan, the baker’s son. Before she could ask him, he hastened to tell her that Samira, Hajj
Abdallah’s daughter, had vanished. She had fled, and there was no trace of her.
Safiyya straightened her veil and hurried to join the crowd that had gathered in front of Hajj Abdallah’s house.
She wanted to hear the entire story from his wife, Latifa, who was telling it over and over again.
“Did you see her yourself, Latifa?” asked Sayyida, the alley’s dressmaker, who had dropped everything to
learn what had happened.
“Yes, I saw her myself yesterday talking to a cab driver. And the other day I saw her getting out of the same
cab,” Latifa replied.
“Have a heart, Latifa! Samira is a poor orphan, and what you say can ruin her reputation!” Safiyya shouted
with all her strength as she pushed her way toward Latifa.
“Shut up!” Latifa interrupted her sarcastically. “You’re the cause of our misfortune. Whenever I advised her
father to discipline her, you yelled and behaved arrogantly, and I was made to be the one at fault when I’m her
aunt and—” With her shrill voice, Nuriyya the baker intervened to defend the runaway girl:
“Samira cannot be blamed if she ran away today. You beat her every day, so she became fed up with her life.
The housework and the care of your children are upon her shoulders. And any mistake on her part or your
children’s part, she is held responsible for—”
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“What do you mean by ‘if she ran away?’” Latifa cut her off angrily. “Are you hiding her in your house while
her father is searching for her like a madman?” Fatima the henna painter shouted at the top of her voice,
“I wish she had run away to our house! But God will take care of her and ease her way. The drops of blood that
trickled from her nose and mouth yesterday are still visible on the stairs. Surely you haven’t forgotten that you
pushed her down the rooftop stairway? I was watching from my window with my own eyes. May the worms eat
them if I’m lying!”
“And do you know why she pushed her?” Zahra the peddler insisted on having her say. “Because she stayed
too long on the rooftop hanging out the washing of her aunt and her aunt’s children!” Maryam, one of Safiyya’s
neighbors, exploded with anger as she shoved people aside in order to be in the center.
“And today you accuse her of running away to finish what you started. Maybe you chased her away from
home. God alone knows what you’ve done to her!”
Latifa screamed, asking everyone to bear witness on her behalf against what the women were saying, for they
were fabricating lies about her and treating her unjustly.
*
Suddenly a hush fell on the scene.
Samira’s father appeared amid the crowd. He looked disheveled, and his shawl hung askew. This event was a
great misfortune to him. His world had collapsed. He was not capable of sustaining such a heavy blow.
He stood bracing himself before the women, who cleared the way for him in front of his house, and then
formed a circle around him to hear what he had done. He looked to the right and left in humiliation and dejection,
the tears silently running down his face.
This misfortune was more than he could endure. Facing death was easier for him than having to stand like that.
The comforting words he heard from here and there seemed trite and hollow to him. He wished that the women
would hold their tongues so he could collect his thoughts and find a way to resolve this predicament or, more
accurately, this calamity.
He gazed at his wife, hoping she would give him a clue to his daughter’s whereabouts. He tried to quiet down
everyone in order to explain the steps he had taken to search for her, but his voice failed him.
An eerie silence fell on the crowd. Even the children were speechless with fear, holding fast to their mothers or
clinging to their friends. Everyone hushed except Latifa, who broke the silence with her malicious, vengeful
voice.
*
“There is no use looking for her anymore. I saw her riding in a cab with one of the young men and fleeing. I
pleaded with her. I reminded her that her poor father would be extremely distraught about this. I tried to go after
her. Death before dishonor. There is nothing to be done.” With stammering, desperate words, Hajj Abdallah yelled
at her,
“Shut up woman! I’m sick of your fabrications. I’ve hated my life since the day you entered my house. Your
flattery and insincere praise of my daughter in my presence made me believe you were be having like a mother.
Your hypocrisy killed my daughter. I used to believe you and go to extremes in punishing her. You broke her spirit
and destroyed her life. God alone knows what you had done to her until she fled. God alone knows what is fated
for her.
“And you, my neighbors, you are responsible for what has happened. None of you told me what went on in my
house during my absence. Why didn’t you protect her from injustice? Why did you join in an alliance to oppress
her? Are these the duties neighbors have toward one another? What have you done other than whisper and gossip
about what goes on in my house? Has any of you thought of stopping this unjust woman? What—”
While the poor father was fumbling for words, the light suddenly flashed and the electricity was restored to the
alley. Everyone fell silent, even the father, who was astonished to see the large crowd that had gathered. It
included the inhabitants of the neighboring alley as well, for the news had spread, and people hurried to come,
either as spectators, sympathizers, or participants.
All eyes were riveted on the father, now overwhelmed by pain and distress. It was easy to see in the alley after
the lamps above the doors of the houses were lit and rays of light filtered out through the windows overlooking it.
*
Suddenly they all heard a strange noise coming from the stack of firewood in front of the baker’s house, which
was adjacent to Hajj Abdallah’s house. Everyone was startled except the father, who approached it slowly, staring
at the firewood as if he had found a glimmer of hope. He extended his hands toward the stack of firewood and
began to scatter it about.
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Then they all heard him scream in joy mixed with astonishment. He stood rooted to the spot, as if he had found
himself. He had found his daughter crouching among the spiky pieces of firewood, blood dripping from her hands
and legs! He turned toward the crowd and shouted hysterically,
“My daughter! She didn’t run away! Come and see. Here she is! Come on, girl. Come out to show them that
my honor is well protected, and that shame did not and will never enter my house!”
He opened his arms to embrace his trembling, frightened daughter, who could not believe that she would
escape punishment. Her tears of fear and pain mingled with the father’s tears of joy.
Latifa stood as if nailed to the ground, watching what was happening in bewilderment and humiliation. The
crowd stared at her in contempt and malicious joy. Words merged with sounds, and she could no longer make out
what was going on around her.
The voices of the adults blended with the noise of the children, who had become tired and sleepy. They had
been standing there for a long while, trying to keep up with the grownups in following what had occurred in their
alley. Now all they wanted was to return home so they could fill their empty stomachs and go to bed.
252.158 The Secret\fn{by Zahra Rahmat Allah (1954-

)} Aden, Aden Governorate, Yemen (F)

1

The blood had frozen in my veins when I saw a fountain of blood on his scared face and a wide area of his
body covered with dust. He was very tired, trying to find his way between the trees with difficulty. I stood before
him and asked him:
“What’s wrong Abdu? Speak.”
He seemed dumbfounded and looked at me. His lips moved and his fingers loosened.
A neck of a smashed bottle fell from his hand and dove into sands. There were traces of blood, sweat and sand
on his clothes and hands. I told him:
“There is a deep wound in your face.”
I extended my hand towards him, but he took my hand away violently. He took a look of horror behind him
and dragged his feet quickly. I looked forward to the orange trees; I also came forward at enormous speed.
Then, I stood on the beach while I was panting from fatigue and I was dumbfounded with surprise.
The abandoned villa, which was always submerged in darkness and was inhabited by silence and gloominess,
now smoldered with lights and movement.
I saw some creatures in human bodies carrying strange faces, and large buttons on their bodies flashing in
colors and shapes. They were walking on a bridge expanded from them to the sea, carrying shining metal sheets.
They went across the bridge to a space ship resembling a huge oyster, kneeling down on the sea and releasing a
sharp whistling.
I closed my ears using my hands strongly. Some seconds passed, the vehicle returned from whence it came,
shed its body and freed itself from gravity, producing a sharp cry. The earth moved under my feet and my body
collapsed on the sand. The ship was rising, I could not control myself, and I ran strongly behind the thin light
escaping towards the sky, while it faded and became as a far star.
*
My neck tightened, my eyes were lacking in space, my body was drowned in the fatigue, and my soul was
scattered between dream and reality. A long time passed while I was in this state until I felt calm. I remembered
the first contact in the police station where I worked, a woman called Umm Sami contacted me and told me that
she saw a strange thing in the neighboring villa. She told me that she saw a package of lights sneaking out from a
window, but it disappeared quickly. On another day, there was a communication about a group of boys who were
playing football in the side area of the neighboring villa when a ball flew over the fence of the villa and one of
them sneaked across to retrieve it but he did not return.
On another day, a woman was taken from the quarter to the center when she was in a severe agitation, pulling
her hair and tearing her clothes. She was living with her daughter, but her addiction to tranquilizers and other
objects transformed custodianship of the child to her father. One day, she was leading her daughter to father’s
house, but her friend stopped her in the road and talked about something.
The daughter crept towards the villa and entered through the iron door, and her mother felt her leaving. She
started looking for her in the villa, but she found the silence that was in everywhere, so she started crying.
*
After several days, I entered the villa and I walked inside rooms. In one room, I found myself sliding into a
cramped tunnel, and the sound of water was full of the place, and there were black ghosts of fishes roaming
ferociously under my feet.
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I sat on the beach and considered the villa. There was washing by the darkness, silence and concerns, as one of
the far planets. The sea was breathing quietly and a cool breeze was greeting me.
What do they want from us and from our children?
I gathered myself and I went walk in the dark. I did not how much I walked, and I believed that I carried a
terrible secret in my heart but I did not find anyone to believe me.
172.96 Excerpt from An Unveiled Voice\fn{by Raufa Hassan aka Amatalrauf al-Sharki (1958Yemen (F) 4

)}

Ibb, Ibb Governorate,

I have a family that helped me, finally, to be the way I am now.
But, not at the beginning. At the beginning I had to prove myself for them to accept me as different from the
person they wanted me to be.
We are six children—four girls. I am the eldest. I was born into a family of qadis on both sides. Qadis are
professionals but they also constitute a class. The positions are hereditary.
Because Amatalrauf is a hard name to pronounce, people used to know me as Raufa after I started working in
the radio. But, it was not really to make my name easy to say that I changed it but to keep my family from
knowing I was working in the radio. At school and at work, officially, my name was Amatalrauf al-Sharki. But on
radio, I was introduced to the people as Raufa Hassan.
I used to sing in a children’s programme on the radio. The names of who was singing or who was telling the
stories were not announced. The programme was run by Baba Abdul Rahman Mutahar who still has programmes
for children and sometimes for women too. He was the one who introduced me to the radio.
I was in the sixth grade. They used to give me pocket money. It was fun. I enjoyed the money and I did things.
*
One day they asked me to be a broadcaster—it was by accident actually. I was doing the children’s programme
when a regular broadcaster was absent and they needed someone to fill the place immediately. So one of the
broadcasters came to me and asked me to do the job. He wasn’t sure that I could do it, but I did. I imitated the
broadcasters on the BBC\fn{British Broadcasting Corporation} (the BBC has extensive Arabic language broadcasting).
It worked out beautifully. They thought they had discovered a voice. So everyone talked about having me as a
broadcaster. At the time I was twelve going on thirteen. The programme I took over was called Jaula fi Alam alTarikh (Journey Through the World of History).
When I did the programme well, they discussed having me as an official broadcaster. Without a moment’s
thought, I told them my father would not agree. I came from a certain kind of family and my father would be
angry if he knew I was working in radio. They thought the solution was to change my name and to start another
programme. So, I said to them,
“I should at least ask my mother.”
I told her. My mother thought if nobody knew there wouldn’t be a problem and I would have my own salary.
So she thought it was all right and that it would be kept a secret. We never thought it would become a career or an
important part of my life.
The name was not decided the day they made the offer. The first job had been going on for a few weeks when
the head of the Yemeni Women’s Association, Hurriya al-Muayid, took me to the office of the Minister of
Information. She was a friend of mine despite our difference in age—she was the first Yemeni woman to graduate
from university in 1970.
The Minister of Information was Abdallah Humran, a poet. I remember he was very nice to me at the time. It
was he who suggested the name. It was part of my name, but different, and no one would recognise it. Instead of
Amatalrauf it would be Raufa and instead of Husain, my father’s name, my last name would be Hassan (Husain is
the diminutive of Hassan). It would be my professional name. Nobody would know who my family was.
Everything went smoothly for the first six months. After school I used to go to the radio station to record the
programmes and then return home. One day a broadcaster from another programme announced on the air.
“We have a new voice, Raufa Hassan,” and by mistake he added, “al-Sharki”.
*
Then the trouble started. It was a scandal for the family. Everybody came to talk to my father. Some people
were quite hostile so I went to my grandfather’s house. He loved me very much. I was his favourite. I went to him
crying and got his sympathy. He told me I could do whatever I wanted and that no one could push me around. He
said if I wanted to be a broadcaster I could be a broadcaster.
I was free.
My father, a civilian qadi,\fn{Judge of sharia (religious) law} meantime was planning to remove me from the radio
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and not allow me to continue that kind of scandal. The whole family was involved. But one day something
unexpected happened. One of these relatives went to my father and said,
“If your daughter is working at the radio because she needs the money, I am willing to give her her salary
every month so she can stay at home.” That made my father angry. He said,
“It is none of your business. My daughter is not working because of the salary. She doesn’t need your money
and she will work for as long as you don’t want her to work.”
So, that helped me. My father believed that no one had the right to decide things like that for me and to insult
him. I survived. I continued working for the radio.
But, there was a secret in this.
I was working and I was veiled.
At the radio I took off the veil to record because a voice through the veil would be muffled. Everyone working
at the radio understood that no one must know that I was showing my face while I was recording. The only
persons permitted to be present with me were the producer of the programme and the engineer. Someone always
kept watch to see if anyone was approaching because there were other studios and someone might pass by and see
me and talk and the news would get to my family.
*
This continued for about five years. It is amazing how all those people protected me and not one said a word. I
think of that to this day and I am still amazed. I really carry a lot of appreciation in my heart for these people and
their solidarity. They did everything unconsciously, not because they felt what was going on was right or wrong,
but because they liked working with me and didn’t want harm to come to me. To this day, I think my father and
mother still believe I was totally veiled when I used to record those programmes but we have never discussed it.
*
Inside me I didn’t like that veil anymore. I felt it was a big lie. I hated and still hate the idea of being a liar. I
wanted to be me. Just me, accepted the way I was. But I was doing something and hiding it. I was not convinced
that wearing the veil was right. At the same time, I was not completely convinced that I should not wear the veil.
That was around 1973 when I still thought that women were supposed to wear the veil and that was the way it
was.
There was someone working with us in the radio who was a leftist. He used to say derogatory things about the
veil. I didn’t really understand what he was saying when he told me that I was hiding myself inside something that
was not even Islamic.
I didn’t understand, but I wanted to. I began to read to understand him, not so much to understand the veil.
I was interested in this man because he was different. No one had ever told me these things before. He was interested in me and proposed to me and my family agreed. The engagement was announced because he was going
to the Soviet Union for his studies. We were to get married after he finished and returned home. But I changed my
mind while he was away.
I started to read. This man introduced me to someone who was connected with the Communist Party which I
only discovered some time later.
I was introduced to someone who could lead me to things to read. This person gave me books and discussed
books and ideas with me. We had a schedule for meeting and this continued for a year, when one day he was taken to a jail, or something, and no one ever contacted me after that. I had always read a lot, it was my hobby, but
through reading these different kinds of books, I began to realise that the veil was just something to hold me back
in life and not really for my benefit.
Since then this started to rage inside me. I wanted to do something different, to prove myself, even though I
wore the veil. I had become a different person.
*
At that time I joined a theatre group. We put on plays at the cinema which had a stage because there were no
theatres in Yemen. I acted with the veil. Once I played the part of a mother in her house and had to imitate the
voice of an older woman. We did four plays in the cinema theatre.
That angered my father. He said radio was all right because nobody could see me, but the theatre was not all
right. So when we did a play for Mother’s Day, I asked him to come and see it. The play was about obedience of
children towards their parents and things like that. He thought it was a good play, and that I was properly dressed.
After that he never said anything more.
But some male relatives made threats and the women talked.\fn{ Gossiped:H}
The pressures started to get to my mother. Sometimes she came home angry, sometimes sad over the things she
heard at the women’s afternoon gatherings. Sometimes she was angry at me. She realised I was not doing anything wrong. But, she was hurt because they said that a girl working in the radio and performing in plays had a
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bad reputation. She knew it was not true, that I was not immoral but the gossip hurt her.
She would come and discuss it with me.
We talked a lot and were close. Between us there are only thirteen years. So we could discuss things and she
was able to understand my position, and she soon realised how independent I had become.
I never asked her for money. I gave her money. I did not have the problems I was supposed to have. I did my
homework. I was good at school. My marks were good. I was doing well at my job and had a radio programme
for women. She liked what I was saying to women.
*
Around that time, there were four of us who began to see that our reputation was being unfairly ruined, not for
anything we had done but only because we had become known. One woman worked in the Ministry of Education
and was a member of the Yemeni Women’s Association. She did whatever she could to publicise the aims and
goals of the YWA. The second, Fathiya Jirafi, had done programmes for the radio. She is a relative of mine and
now the wife of one of our very famous poets, Abdallah al-Baraduni. Another woman, Fathiya al-Nidari, worked
in the Ministry of Education and is now in the United Arab Emirates. She took out citizenship and is working with
the women’s association there. She couldn’t bear it for long in Yemen.
There were the three of us and Hurriya al-Muayid, the head of the Yemeni Women’s Association, who was, as I
have said, the first Yemeni woman to graduate from university. She now has psychological problems, almost
mental problems. She is no longer in Sanaa but in a nearby village. She was married but is now divorced. She has
a daughter who is twelve now.
She had so many difficulties because she comes from a Hashemite family (which traces its origins to the
Prophet Muhammad). They refused to have any connection with her because she was the head of the Yemeni
Women’s Association and because she married someone not of their class. Also, because she stood up for things
they opposed on religious grounds—they were a very religious family. She was not veiled, had new ideas,
travelled alone, went to conferences—things like that. She was another victim.
The four of us started a project for the girls and women who just sat in their houses talking about us.
Towards the end of 1973, we started a school to give them literacy classes. We volunteered our time and
established that school. Now one of the girls who was my student was the head of the school. She finished high
school and wanted to study at the university but her brother threatened the family saying that if she went to the
university he would stop studying.
So the family asked her to stay home. She didn’t actually stay home but went to work in the school. At that
time I was acting in the theatre, working in the radio, studying in high school, and teaching in the literacy school,
so I didn’t have any time to meet anyone. I didn’t have to prove to my mother that I didn’t have time to meet men.
People talk because they think a girl who is educated and free is a girl who meets men and does things they don’t
consider to be good.
*
I had a family affairs programme at the time. It continued for three years. It was very successful in the cities,
but later I realised we did not really reach the people in the villages. We didn’t know how to speak to them. But,
we had great response from different kinds of people in the cities. For them the programme was very effective.
I was trying to reach men, women and children. I was trying to talk to all of them telling them that the family
affairs programme was not just for women. I was saying that both the man and the woman are responsible for the
family.
I wonder how I had that consciousness at the time. I would have an interview with a minister, say the Minister
of Health, and tell him that I had talked to both men and women and that they and their families were affected by
programmes in the Ministry, and we would go on to discuss concrete issues.
The typical family affairs programme used to deal with household decor, the woman’s responsibility for the
house, how a woman should smile at her husband and make him comfortable—things like that. That was not the
aim of my programme even though sometimes I talked about the wife’s responsibility toward her husband and
spoke of her as someone dependent on a man, not about her own independent roles. I did that unconsciously. It
was normal.
Now when I think back to my programme, after my own way of thinking changed, certain things are clear to
me now that were not then. I was also working in the Yemeni Women’s Association without knowing exactly what
I was doing.
Then came 1975 and the end of high school and my desire to go somewhere to continue my studies.
*
The seventies in Yemen was the most liberal time in its history. There was the civil war from 1962 to 1967
with Egyptians supporting the republicans and the Saudis backing the royalists. The war was hard for everybody.
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Every house was divided between republicans and royalists. People from both sides were killed.
Then came the compromise or the reconciliation, I don’t know what it was called.
This was after the withdrawal of the Egyptians from Yemen in 1967. There was the siege of Sanaa, called the
siege of seventy days, by the royalists who were about to take the city but the leftists and others defending the
capital succeeded in putting down the siege and the republicans won. We were in Sanaa then, my family and I. I
had grown up in Ibb, a city in the part of Yemen we call “The Green Province”.
The government was liberal then—more open and willing to try new things. Around 1971 and 1972 a group of
us girls had military training for three weeks to prepare us to march in the Day of the Revolution parade during
the celebrations for the revolution. During the military training held inside the headquarters of the Yemeni
Women’s Association, we learned how to walk, how to move and to carry guns. The training was done by the man
who is now the Minister of Health.
It was the first and last time in the history of Yemen that women marched. Some of us were veiled and some
weren’t. Another girl and I who were veiled wore military uniforms under our sharshafs. We marched in the
military parade holding the banner of the Yemeni Women’s Association. Behind us were three girls a year ahead
of me in school. They marched unveiled in military uniform holding a gun. They were from families that allowed
them to be unveiled. There were very few unveiled women at the time.
Behind them were huge lorries full of women. Some were veiled—half-veiled or fully-veiled. One of the latter
was my mother. She was veiled, she accepted it. She and some of her friends were holding pens and books in their
hands showing that they were in the literacy school of the Yemeni Women’s Association. Some carried banners
and the flags of the Republic. Hurriya al-Muayid, the head of the Yemeni Women’s Association, made preparations for the march but was not in it herself.
*
However, at the end of 1973, the Women;’s Association was closed by a religious group who shut down the
building and sealed it with red wax. They looted and destroyed everything inside. They took all the books. They
wrecked the sewing machines. What I discovered later—at the time I was not aware of what was happening—was
that the person giving us the training was a leftist and the Association was supported by leftists. The government
was leftist and liberal.
Around 1973, the Islamic forces start to come back. After the forced closing of the association it did not open
again until I restarted it myself in 1977.
Another association that I was not part of was established under another name, Jamiya Nahda al-Mara alYamaniya, the Society of the Renaissance of the Yemeni Woman, headed by the wife of the prime minister at that
time.
However, the government was not directly involved in what was happening with the women’s associations—
neither with closing the first nor starting the second one. The women of the association were from the elite and
not very interested in a women’s movement in the true sense. I knew the prime minister’s wife and her wish to do
something for women, but her education and ideas were limited. All she had was the will.
Also, her husband had problems because of her actions. She was not veiled and someone took a picture
showing her face and distributed it in the streets to show that the prime minister’s wife was unveiled, implying she
was not a good woman.
Her husband was a liberal who had finished his studies in France. His education made him more open-minded,
but, nevertheless, it affected him.
She is now veiled again.
*
After finishing high school in Sanaa I wanted to go to university in Cairo.
To go to Egypt I had to endure other problems. My family refused to let me go without a mahram, a male
relative to act as a guardian. That was a time of great struggle with my family. They said no and I kept insisting.
So I started studying administration and business at the University of Sanaa. I stayed for almost a month and a
half but I couldn’t stand it. It was not me. This was not what I was going to study.
So I went back to my mother again and cried. I went to my grandfather who melted in front of my tears. He
said he would support me. I went to my father and he said, no. So, I threatened my father saying,
“All right, I will get married to this man who is in the Soviet Union and I am going to become a Communist
like him in the country he is in and I will always ask God to punish you because you made me marry someone I
didn’t want.”
Of course he thought about it. He thought I might do it and even though he liked the man he didn’t like the
idea of my being Communist and living in that country.
*
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The other problem came from inside the Ministry.
I went to the Ministry of Education and got a scholarship. However, the person in charge of scholarships was
married to a cousin and he proceeded to put every kind of obstacle in my way to make my trip nearly impossible.
He tried to prevent me from getting my scholarshIp money and from going to Egypt in order to protect the
reputation of the family. I should stay home not go abroad without a mahram. This same person now has three
daughters at university, one of whom is about to become a doctor. So I had difficulties, but I went to Egypt after
all the tears and threats.
It was because of my grandfather’s influence, and because they found a solution. There was a neighbour living
with his daughters in Egypt. One of his wives had given me milk when I was an infant so she was my “mother”,
that is my milk-mother (umm bi-ritha). So I could live with them because they were my family. That was the idea.
So they said,
“You can go to Egypt, but you must go directly to this family. They will take care of you.”
Of course, I didn’t see this woman or her family. I had decided that I was not going to be guarded by anyone.
They did not know I was coming. The letters and papers were with me and I kept them with me.
At about that time there was going to be a labour conference in Libya and they wanted someone to represent
Yemeni women. So the minister suggested that I go and that on the way back I could settle in Egypt. That solved
the problem of the ticket which was paid for by the Ministries of Social Affairs and Labour.
On the way to Libya we passed through Egypt for three days. During this time I was introduced to a family
who were very nice to me. They had a girl of about ten and two boys. So I asked them,
“Can I live with you?” They said,
“Yes, and if you want to pay something, it doesn’t matter.” So after returning from Libya I went to stay with
them.
*
There were many difficulties that year. The man in charge of scholarships in Yemen decided to make my life
hell in Egypt to force me to go back home, so he cut off my scholarship. I didn’t get my money until a year later.
At that time, my mother, thinking I might need some extras while I was in Egypt, sent me money not knowing
that I needed the money to live on. The first year was very hard.
Then it happened that the president of Yemen, al-Hamadi, was coming to Egypt. At the time, the Minister of
Supplies was in Egypt. He was a friend of mine—I knew him through my family affairs programme and he told
me that the president was coming and that he would talk to him about the scholarship. The president ordered that
my scholarship come directly from the presidency and so the problem of money was solved.
*
At the end of the academic year I returned to Yemen.
I knew that I didn’t want the veil anymore. Not only this, but people who support the veil can do evil things. I
thought, look what they do. They hurt me, they cut off my scholarship. They do all these things in the name of
religion, and this is not religion.
So it was a sort of reaction to all the hardships I had endured that year. While I was in Egypt, I had sent several
pictures home showing me with friends from Yemen and other places and the way I was living in Egypt waiting
for a comment. But, no one said anything so I thought that meant acceptance. I didn’t inform anyone of the day of
my arrival so no one was there to meet me. I walked down the street and no one recognised me. They looked at
me as if I were a foreigner. They probably thought that I was an Adeni because at that time the girls from Aden
were unveiled. There was a man I knew walking down the street, one of our neighbours, so I said,
“Good morning.” He answered me with surprise in his eyes. Then I said,
“Don’t you know me?” He said,
“No.” Then I put my hand over my nose and mouth showing only my eyes. He recognised me immediately and
said,
“Raufa this is impossible.” I said,
“Yes, it’s me.”
He replied, “Well, how was your trip,” and so on. He told everybody I was back and of course in his heart was
telling himself—she has come back without her veil; look what happens to girls when they go abroad.
I got to my house and my mother opened the door. Ah, what a shock. She was happy to see me. She hugged
me, but she was shocked to see me without my veil. She tried to prevent my father from noticing but he had seen
me enter. Everybody came to the house to see me and welcome me back. My parents postponed talking about the
matter until later. That day we were supposed to have lunch at my grandfather’s house. My mother gave me a
sharshaf. When I saw it I said, “What’s that?” she said,
“You will wear it because we are going to your grandfather’s house.” I said,
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“No, I will not. I am sorry I am not going to wear it.” She said,
“You listen to what I say.” And I said,
“No. I have to make things clear. I have my return ticket with me. I am like this in Egypt and I am going to be
like this in Yemen. If you accept me, it’s all right. If you don’t, I shall go back to Egypt and never return.”
It was a drama. My mother cried. My father got angry. I went without my sharshaf to my grandfather’s house
and we had lunch. I stayed on with my grandfather and for the first time in my life my grandfather who loved me
more than anyone else in the world was very angry. He said,
“I helped you go to Egypt. It was I who forced everyone to give you the freedom to go. But you were not
supposed to take off your veil.”
I spoke about the sayings of the Prophet Muhammad and the stories about him and his views. I said that
women had participated in the wars, and had done various other things and that they could not have done these
things inside a sharshaf. I said the sharshaf was Turkish.
We had a long discussion, but he was not persuaded. I told him,
“All right, you are not convinced. For me the matter is obvious. Either I shall not wear the veil in Yemen, or I
shall not come back again to this country. If you are really religious you would not allow me to be unveiled in
Egypt because Islam exists in all Muslim countries, not just in some places and not others.” He said,
“You are behaving like the people there behave.” I said,
“All right that means it’s not a matter of religion.”
It was a long discussion. He remained angry with me but I stayed the night at his place because even though he
was angry he was less hostile than everyone else. So we kept talking and he was trying to persuade me because he
respected me. He thought I had a good mind and could be persuaded. It was an effort. He brought me books and I
discussed them.
My father simply said, “No, I do not accept it,” end of discussion.
*
It was the summer vacation of 1975, after which things got worse. At that time television had just started in the
country. They wanted to use the radio team for television. Going on television was the worst thing I could do to
my family. Anybody who didn’t know I had already taken off the veil would know when they saw me.
My family saw my first programme and declared it was a scandal. Once again everyone came and talked to my
father, my mother, and my grandfather. It even became an affair for the whole city, I believe. Then my father and
mother said,
“All right. We agree that you are unveiled and that our neighbours see you, but why should everybody in the
whole country?” I told them,
“I am studying information and mass communication and this is my work. I am going to do it. I am not doing
anything wrong. I am covering my hair. It is only my face that is showing.”
It was really hard on them, but my mother had learned from the first experience that people talk in the
beginning and make a lot of noise and then things calm down. People respect you as long as you insist. She had
learned that lesson. She kept telling my father and grandfather,
“Everything will calm down. Don’t let other people run your lives. Our daughter is doing what she wants. She
is not bad. She is good and nobody is speaking badly of her and nobody has seen her do anything bad.”
She defended me. But, when we were alone she told me,
“You are wrong, but I have to stand by you.” I told her,
“No, I am not wrong.” I wanted her to believe I was doing right. But she said,
“No, you do everything too aggressively for people and to your family you bring harm.”
I told her there was no harm. I left Yemen to return to university in Egypt. …
100.25 An Ivory Bed And A Glass Bed 2. Son, Husband, Or Brother?: Two Folktales\fn{told by ¿A. al-Sh. (1962- )}
Sanaa, Amanat al-Asemah District,Yemen (F) 2
1
Two living together: a girl and her brother.
They had no one else in the world to look after them or be kind to them except each other. Every day he would
go out to his work, while she would stay at their home and take care of the household work. They lived like this
ever since their mother and father died.
One day the brother said to his sister,
“I need to take a wife!” His sister answered him,
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“Good, if God wills.” She searched in the town and found a lass, someone she thought would be a good wife
for him. He said to her,
“I will marry this girl.” She replied,
“Good, if God wills!”
The wedding ceremonies were completed and the girl came to live with them in their home. His sister was very
happy that he found a wife and tried to make her life in their home comfortable to the utmost; she helped her with
the cooking, cleaning, and with all other household chores. The sister did all that for the sake of the happiness of
her own brother.
But God willed it that the girl was of no-good origins. She became jealous of the sister, and her heart harbored
hate for her; she tried through all possible means to get her\fn{ The sister’s.} brother to hate her too, so that she
alone would remain in the house, and she alone would have all the attention and the power of dispensing with
household matters. She went to her brother\fn{I.e., to the sister’s brother, her own husband.} and said to him,
“Your sister is getting to be an old maid! Why don’t you marry her off to someone? Your sister is jealous of
me; she is trying to imitate me in acting like a married woman. She is wearing rouge and powder, and … and …!”
Naturally, at first the brother did not pay attention to what she was saying about his sister. But gradually he
began to rebuke his sister:
“You, why do you not help with the housework? You, why have you taken off the mantle of modesty and are
acting brazenly like a married woman, instead of the maiden that you are!”
His sister would hear all this and would not utter a word.
*
Finally, when her brother’s wife found out that her accusations were to no avail, she decided to get rid of her
once and for all. So she began to change her tune and display concern and affection for the girl until he became
convinced that she was concerned about his sister, about her health and about her good reputation.
That woman was able to perform witchcraft. She got the eggs of an ibis-bird and gave them to the sister of her
husband (I mean she gave them to her after she had cooked them.) The girl ate them, and after a month or two she
began to look pregnant: every day her stomach got higher, her appetite for food was gone, her face became pale
and she became weak and unable to stand upon her feet. The woman, her brother's wife, went to him and said,
“See what you sister has done! I told you that there is no good in her! See the sexual dishonor that she has
brought upon us. She is illegitimately pregnant!”
At first he did not believe her, but she told him,
“A woman knows when another woman is pregnant. All you have to do is look and see for yourself!”
He became enraged! He went to his sister’s room and saw her in bed. She looked exactly as his wife told him.
He charged at his sister and shook her violently, shouting,
“Tell me who is the criminal, your lover! Who! Who!”
Of course the poor girl could not utter a word. In his rage he grabbed her neck and strangled her! All of that
was happening while his wife was standing next to him, egging him on to finish off his sister.
When the girl died, they wrapped her in her bedding and carried her out of the house to the field. They buried
her next to a creek, and they returned to the house.
*
A period passed and a little date palm tree grew out of the spot where the body of the sister was buried. With
God’s will, the palm tree grew quickly; in a few days it was higher than any other tree. Women used to come and
do the laundry at that spot and spread it on the rocks to dry. But the palm tree bent itself for them, until its
branches touched the ground so that they could place their laundered clothes on it. When the clothes got dry, the
palm tree would bend down again for them to pick the clothes off its stem.
When her brother’s wife heard of that new spot, she took her clothes to that place. She washed them and when
she tried to hang them, the palm tree leaned all the way to the ground. She placed the clothes on its stem, but the
palm tree threw off the woman’s clothes and kept the clothes of the brother! And the palm tree straightened again!
The woman was so angry and ashamed; her clothes fell on the dirt and she had to wash them again. The same
thing happened several times until she became exhausted.
Finally, the palm tree kept her clothes and did not throw them off to the ground. But when it was time for her
to pick them off, the palm tree refused to lean. The woman was naked. All other women of the region got their
clothes back except her! She began to cry and curse the palm tree. Everyone who was passing by saw that woman
—naked—trying to get her clothes off the palm tree. And they would laugh. Someone told her husband,
“Your wife is naked at the creek.” He took some clothes and went to her. He asked her in anger,
“What is the matter woman! Why are you naked!” She replied,
“The palm tree would not give me my clothes back!”
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When he turned to the palm tree, she leaned to him and stayed until he got all the clothes off, then she
straightened herself up! The woman returned to the house humiliated! She said to her husband,
“I want you to cut down this palm tree. This palm tree is not a palm tree, I want you to cut it down.” He asked
her
“Why?” She said,
“Because it is haunted!”
He took a saw and went to the palm tree. The moment he laid the saw on her, she moaned in pain,
Ayy-yy-yy!!!

He stopped; then he began to saw again. She said,
Ayy-yy-yy!!!

He stopped; then he began to saw again. The palm tree said,
O sawer, for what reason do you saw?
You’re sawing my bones off with the saw.

When he heard this, he stopped! But his wife wrapped a shawl around his ears so that he would not hear the
moaning. He sawed the tree off; it fell down, and they went back to the house.
*
An old woman, who was used to going around from one field to another to gather whatever fruit might have
fallen off the trees, happened to come by that felled palm tree. She looked around and searched the ground. She
saw one date fruit; she picked her up, and put her in a basket she was carrying on her head.
As she walked back to her home she felt the basket getting heavier and heavier! She finally reached her home
and placed the basket down. She found out that the small date, that she had found on the ground, had grown to be
the size of a watermelon; she kept on becoming larger and larger until she burst open. Out of it came a little girl.
Glory be to the Creator.
The old woman became very happy for she had no one in the world as family.
The little girl, by God’s will, grew quickly and in a matter of days she became a young woman of thirteen,
fourteen years of age. Her foster-mother, the old woman, concealed her inside the house; because of her beauty,
she was afraid to let anyone see her.
But one day, she\fn{The girl.} went to the top of the house at the time her brother chanced to be looking out of
the window of his house. He saw her beauty and her modesty and bashfulness. He fell in love with her: but he did
not know then that she is his sister. He went to the old woman and said,
“By God, mother, I want to marry your daughter!” She replied,
“I have no daughter!” He said,
“Then I want to marry your relative!” She replied,
“I have no relatives.” He said,
“Then I want to marry the girl who is visiting you.” She answered,
“I have no visitors!”
He returned home sad.
*
The girl, when she knew that there was a visitor in the house, stood behind a door and eavesdropped. The moment she heard the voice, she recognized her brother! But she said nothing.
He did not despair; he went back to the old woman and insisted on looking through the house for the girl. So
he pretended to need to go to the toilet; but in reality he searched the place—as he went through the house, he
looked here and there. He found her standing there: right behind the door. The old woman said to him in a
warning tone meant to dissuade him,
“Her bride-wealth is too high for you; it is two purses: one full of gold and one full of silver!” He said,
“I will pay!” And he paid her the bride-wealth. But the girl said,
“I will not marry him until he has brought me one ivory bed, and one glass bed. Without these two beds 1 will
not marry him.”
He—after much searching and travels—brought all that they had asked him to bring,\fn{ Had he been asked to do
so, he could have perhaps have bought a glass throne, made here in Corning, New York, and on display in the glass museum attached to
Corning Glass Works.} and the wedding celebration took place.
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On the eve of the consummation of marriage, the two went into their bedroom; he sat on one bed while she sat
on the other. When he came to her bed, the bed spoke up and said,
An ivory bed, and a glass bed:
how could marriage between a brother and his sister be legitimate?

He asked with surprise, “What is that? Who said that?” But no one answered him. He again approached his
bride and they moved to the other bed. When he was about to come close to her, the same thing happened:
An ivory bed and a glass bed:
how could marriage between a brother and his sister be legitimate”

He realized that something was the matter. He asked his bride about her story. She told him,
“You are my brother and I am your sister. Your wife set up her wiles for me, until you got to hate me and you
strangled me.” They hugged each other and kissed each other and he said to her,
“How truthful you are! You are my sister and I am your brother!”
He went to their home and divorced his wife.
He and his sister lived in the home of their parents and grandparents.
And they remained.
2
Al-Hajjâj was a tyrant, a dictator, I mean. It is said that he killed and imprisoned thousands upon thousands of
innocent people who resisted the Omayyad State.\fn{ The first great Muslim dynasty (661-750AD); it was opposed by many
within Islam.}
One day there was an uprising and al-Hajjâj was ordered by the caliph to extinguish it. Of course, he dealt with
the rebels ruthlessly and put down the uprising. Naturally his army brought back captives. He ordered that all
should be placed in detention, interrogated, and then executed.
A woman came. She was in a hysterical state, crying and shrieking, with her gown slit, head uncovered, etc.
etc. She stood by the gate of al-Hajjâj’s palace and started demanding in a very loud voice to see al-Hajjâj. The
guards tried to drive her away but she would not leave or stop yelling. It was a big commotion and people from
everywhere gathered to see what was happening.
Finally, it chanced that al-Hajjâj heard of the matter and ordered that they let her in. When she was taken to
him he asked her what the matter was and why she was causing such a commotion. She said to him,
“Your soldiers have under detention three persons from my family: my son, my husband, and my brother!
They are now in your jail awaiting execution. Yet they are innocent of what they are being accused. These are the
only men left in our family!”
Al-Hajjâj felt pity for her (and that was unusual, for he was very cruel and his heart knew no mercy); he decided to allow her to choose one of the three to be pardoned, and he set the condition that the person to be set free
would never rebel against the caliph again! So, he told her to choose one. She readily said,
“I choose my brother!”
Al-Hajjâj and all his assistants were stunned. He asked her in amazement,
“Why did you not choose your son or your husband?” She replied:
“Another son would be born; another husband would be found, and a brother would be lost.”
Al-Hajjâj asked her about the meaning of her statement; so she said,
“I am young, if my son dies I can give birth to another son. I am pretty; if my husband dies I can always find
another husband. But how will I ever be able to replace my brother, or find someone who would be a substitute
for him!? The brother is irreplaceable.”
Al-Hajjâj was amazed. He said to her,
“Take your brother and go!”
252.70 Excerpt from A Land Without Jasmine\fn{by Wajdi Al-Ahdal (1973- )}nr. Bajil, ad-Dali Governorate,
Yemen (M) 9
When I enter the bathroom first thing in the morning, I feel uncertain and anxious. I start examining myself in
the mirror while my fingers probe my feet, belly, chest, and head. Then I shudder involuntarily. Once I’m sure that
I haven’t lost any of my body, I praise God and let out a sigh of relief. Returning to my senses, I realize I’ve
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merely had a beautiful, harmless, enjoyable dream. It was just one of those delightful dreams when a girl sees
herself as a bride on her wedding night.
After drying my face with my rose-coloured towel, I go and raise the blind. I love looking out of the window,
gazing at the joyous colours of the sky shortly before sunrise.
My name is Jasmine Nashir al-Ni’am, I’m a first-year student at the Science College, and my hobbies are reading, and writing my diary. My room, which is on the second floor, overlooks a quiet alley. Opposite, down below
me, is Hajj Sultan’s grocery store. This man, even though he’s made the pilgrimage to Mecca, when he sees me
peek out of the window, stands there, smiling idiotically, and makes an obscene gesture.
He places his large store key in his ear, and moves it back and forth while his eyes flash fiendishly. Then I
can’t resist running to the bathroom to fetch a slipper to brandish at him.
He’s as old as my father—fifty—short and stout with a gray beard and a prayer callus on his forehead. Instead
of growing angry and indignant, he winks at me, and I see him nod his head cheerfully, as if confident he’ll get
me some day!
*
I slip on a black overcoat and veil my face before heading out. Looking through his door’s peephole, Au, the
adolescent son of our neighbours, whose apartment faces ours, has been lying in wait for me. The moment he sees
me descend the stairs, he pursues me like my shadow, clutching his books, which are wrapped in a prayer rug,
under his arm.
His secondary school is in the same direction as my College but farther on. He takes twenty minutes, walking
at a fast clip, to reach it before the bell rings and the gate closes. Ali is sixteen, four years my junior. He is tall and
good looking, and his skin is fair, smooth and sleek. His rippling flesh and fat is attractive, but the problem is his
bottom which gives him a feminine allure that I find unattractive and that makes him a target for insolent sexual
advances from men.
During the ten minutes that he shadows me, he doesn’t say a word and doesn’t even hum a tune, so all I hear is
the rapid shuffle of his feet behind me. But I sense that his ardent glances are de vouring my buttocks. I feel as if
fiery rays are striking them, almost melting them.
The way this taciturn boy looks at me upsets me. Occasionally he stares at me so intently that I feel hot and
start trembling. Then I panic and perspire. Because I feel so upset my steps become clumsy as one leg knocks
against the other.
*
People stare curiously at celebrities, who for this very reason avoid appearing in public places and in Yemen all
young women are considered celebrities! When a girl leaves her home and ventures onto the street, she’ll no-tice
that everyone is staring at her. Perhaps some girls feel more self-confident when men look lustfully at them, but
this continuous gaze from dozens of passers-by upsets me; it gets on my nerves and makes me feel unbearably
tense.
I consider this mass gaze, which comes from all directions, to be a noxious type of male violence. It’s true that
this kind of stare isn’t tangible and that it’s not like being touched by a hand, but it exerts psychological pressure,
oppresses the spirit, and makes it hard for me to breathe. This gaze by repressed males assaults my skin, makes
my blood boil and restricts my ability to think straight.
As an experiment I once stared straight into a cat’s eyes. He fled in alarm, his tail between his legs! Whenever
I want to vent my rage at the male gaze, I stare into the eyes of cats, which become disconcerted and flee. All cats
are uneasy when a person gazes into their eyes, assuming they intend to harm them.
My grandfather told me that when he was young, he left his mountain village one night and was walking
alongside a dense forest when he encountered a leopard, which blocked the narrow rocky trail. So he shone his
torch at the animal and fixed his gaze on its eyes, which glowed like embers. He stood resolutely there, looking at
it. Do you know what happened then?
My grandfather said the leopard was visibly troubled, seemed perplexed and to sense danger and he turned tail
and disappeared, returning to his lair in the forest.
My late grandfather told me about this incident over and over, because he wanted me to know how to react
when confronted by a leopard. But his story hasn’t ever helped me in any way, since leopards are extinct in
Yemen now. Besides I live in a city where it’s inconceivable that leopards would appear on the street.
But what I gained from my grandfather’s story was that even leopards, those foremost predators, can lose their
courage and turn tail when a person stares resolutely into their eyes. If a leopard can’t think straight when only
one person is staring at him, what about my condition when dozens of men are staring at me all at the same time?
*
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On the street most men look at me lecherously and all of them look as if they want to screw me. If they weren’t
all watching each other, I would have been raped on the pavement at least twenty times a day.
Is it because I’m unmarried and have never had any sexual adventures that I feel so extraordinarily committed
to virtue? Occasionally I reflect that if I were to experiment by closeting myself with a member of the rougher sex
I might then feel differently about the male gaze.
I have nothing against sex. In fact, I await with bated breath the arrival of my bridegroom. But this overly
intense, ocular, male provocation enrages me, almost driving me crazy at times. Then I must exert a superhuman
effort to keep myself from screaming and cursing.
Who knows? Perhaps I’ll change once I’ve married and be like my College classmate Nasama, who is delightted when men ogle her! Men in our country are secular in their own special way, making a clear distinction between mosque and daily life! In the mosque our men pray devoutly and piously, embodying such praiseworthy
characteristics that they seem the angels of God the Merciful.
But the moment they’re back on the street, they forget God, morph into evil demons, practice duplicity, deceit
and perfidy, and chase after forbidden pleasures. I’ve seen a white-haired man in his sev enties emerge from the
mosque, his shoes still in his hand, and ogle me while licking his lips as if he wanted to nip me with his decaying
teeth.
*
I would strongly advise any girl in my country against carrying a white handbag, because this color attracts
men’s attention in a strange way. Some men succumb to a special type of hysteria known as “White Handbag
Hysteria”, in which the victim loses control of his senses and of himself. I witnessed an instance of this syndrome
myself the only time I carried a white bag. That was the most miserable day of my life!
What happened was that when I walked past a construction site where labourers were carrying bags of cement
on their backs into a new building; a worker with rippling muscles caught sight of me, heaved his bag of cement
far away, and began yelling right in my face:
“Have mercy on me, Lord of the White Bag … have mercy!”
I froze in alarm and nearly wet my panties I was so terrified by his hungry look! His mates and even passersby stopped in their tracks like statues, and I saw him rub his crotch while he continued his monstrous, bestial howl
with foam dribbling down both sides of his mouth:
“O Lord of the White Bag … White!”
I crossed to the far side of the street and started to walker faster, feeling that my honour had been defiled, my
femininity violated, and my virtue sullied.
*
In our city it is not considered wrong for men to pee in the street. In fact, it is an everyday event! So I see a lot
of men standing, peeing, and notice that the brazen ones deliberately display their hosepipe when a pretty girl
passes, pretending they are urinating.
I occasionally sneak a peek, curious to see their fountains, but the acrid smell sends a shudder of disgust
through me, rocking my entire body.
I am harassed many times a day. When I hand the bus driver the fare, he will deliberately push his hands between my fingers and then take the fare, after enjoying touching me. I’m not a devout girl and that’s why I used to
ignore these fleeting touches, thinking them a kind of tax exacted from every girl who ventures out on our
repressed streets. But one young bus driver with an ugly face and a ruddy complexion made me change my mind;
now I object to this paltry sex tax. I’ve started to toss the coin on to the dashboard, even though people may say
I’m stuck-up or that I pay the fare in a humiliating way.
This young man, who had repulsive features and hair down to his shoulders, was bursting with health and
vigour. I’ll never forget him as long as I live, because when I started to leave the bus, last, and held out my hand
to give him the money, he stuck his talons into my flesh up to the wrist, grasping my hand in his huge paw. I felt
him quiver then as if an electric current had shocked him. He moaned and leaned forward in delight as he released
a dreadful groan of pain.
I pulled my hand away in alarm and then walked about aimlessly, forgetting the way home.
My head was whipped around in a vortex and my feet were unsteady. Even today I don’t know why I was so
afraid of that driver—it’s an irrational fear that I feel without being able to explain it.
Even though I’m very cautious, protect my personal space, and take care to avoid getting too close to men,
they not only touch my body, they … If it weren’t for my disgust over the experiences I’ve had, I would recount
them in detail.
*
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One incident that has stuck in my memory and that still elicits my intense disbelief is the time I went to the
market with our neighbour Umm Ali.
She was leaning over to inspect some nightshirts that an itinerant vendor had spread out on the pavement when
a man, whose moustache covered half his face, passed behind her with his thumb up. I watched with astonishment
what happened next. He continued on his way, not blinking, his features immobile, while she straightened up with
the coquetry of a young filly and turned towards him laughing.
When I’m her age, will I share her feelings? Will I laugh at a man who flirts with me in this rude way?
*
When I was seven, I thought I would kill myself by plunging the kitchen knife into my belly. Then I could die
an innocent child without any sins and enter paradise straight away.
The grown-up world used to keep me awake at night, especially the feverish sexual atmosphere in which
grown-ups live.
In my early years, I felt a terrifying loathing for the way adults go to pieces over sex. I had learned from books
and relatives that grown-ups must have sex exactly the way children must eat and drink. So I decided to spare myself this inevitable sexual destiny by killing myself. I went into the kitchen and stick the knife into my belly as I
wept hot, bitter tears.
With the passing years, this thought of suicide has receded.
During my childhood, I considered sex so vile that it should be forbidden even to spouses. That’s why I hated
my father and mother, because I knew that their relationship wasn’t pure and that they did things in secret that
weren’t innocent.
I adopted ethical views that were quite prim and that didn’t abide human instincts, because, as I conceived it,
the ideal world would lack any and all forms of sexual attraction.
Now that I’ve grown up and understand life, I’ve learned to tolerate sex be tween a man and his wife. In fact, I
think it’s necessary so that progeny will continue to be produced. In my childhood I went through a phase when I
thought I should avoid the world of pleasures, but the desires I feel now make me scoff at the naïveté of the child I
used to be and at her way of thinking about these questions. The transformations that our ethical principles undergo are really strange!
*
At home I have to put up with my older brother’s covert attempts to read my diary. He suspects that love may
have found its way into my heart.
Ever since I enrolled at the University, where instruction is co-ed, he has been searching my papers for my hy pothetical boyfriend. There’s nothing in my diary for me to be ashamed of, because—although I don’t brag about
it—I’m a paragon of virtue.
My father, for his part, is also plagued by doubts about me. I can tell that he says to himself, when he scans my
eyes:
“The mature female searches for a mate!”
Ever since I became a young woman and my breasts developed, he has been prejudiced against me and
apprehensive, fearing that I will sully his honour, disgrace him, and besmirch his reputation. Whenever he enters
or leaves our building, he always stares at my window, feels qualms about my conduct, and suspects me of
standing behind the windowpane to flirt with young men.
I have explained to him repeatedly that during daylight hours passers-by can’t really see through the glass, but
he doesn’t believe me at all. In his heart of hearts he believes that women’s wiles are formidable.
My father has become my adversary and is openly hostile to me because I haven’t married yet and still live in
his home. He considers me a landmine that will explode beneath his feet at any moment if he neglects to supervise
me.
Even my mother, who is the creature in all of existence closest to my heart, stares at my face intensely when I
return from the University, searching for any trace of love. I realize that she hugs me on my return so she can
smell my clothing and make sure I don’t bear the scent of any unknown billy goat. Every day she rais es the same
subject with me:
“What did you do today?”
She interrogates me about my relationships with male professors and male classmates in the College. Her
heightened anxiety distresses me, but in spite of everything I forgive her and love her.
*
My life is filled with continuous suffering on account of the stares directed at me all the time, both inside our
house and out. I’m under supervision night and day. No one thinks about me, about my feelings, dreams, and
ambitions or concedes that I have a right to live at ease without anyone troubling me with his inquisitive gaze and
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repressed desires, and a right to a happy life that a father doesn’t poison with his suspicions and fantasies and that
a mother doesn’t spoil by poking her nose into my private affairs.
I feel that I’m under siege, that my society assails me from every direction, and that I must have committed
some unknown crime against them thousands of years ago, a crime no one bothered to record, even though it still
reverberates in their unconscious.
When a girl matures, she certainly counts as society’s enemy number one!
I don’t hate anyone, not even my society, but everyone around me makes me feel that I’m not a human being
with a brain and a spirit and that instead I’m merely an instrument of pleasure. They’ve compressed my human
existence into a small, dirty triangle, ignoring the rest of me. This is a terrifying struggle over a putrid piece of
meat!
Screw them! Let them take this piece of meat and allow me to live my life in peace.
2
At one a.m. I received a missing person’s report on a girl of twenty.
My name is Abdurabbth Ubayd al-Adini, and I’m an inspector in Criminal Investigations. I received her description and a color photo, which was taken six months ago. We pulled that from her folder at the University Records Office. We didn’t find any current pictures of her in the family’s photo album. They only had pictures of her
as a child. (That’s odd, isn’t it?)
Her father, Nashir al-Ni’am, didn’t provide me with any useful information. He was in a state of extreme, fiery
agitation, and sparks flew from his eyes as if he were a ferocious lion. He cursed everyone he could think of He
cursed his missing daughter. He cursed young men, calling them:
“Tyros and …”
He cursed the state and the police. He cursed his children and his wife. He be stowed a dozen vile epithets on
me, too.
Never in my entire life have I seen a face change color from one minute to the next the way Hajj Nashir alNi’am’s did. While he was speaking, his face would turn red and his skin balloon out till I thought from the intense way he was holding his breath and venting his rage that if I scratched his cheek with my fingernails, blood
would splatter all over me and over the walls.
When he listened to me and my fellow officers, his face lost its color to become dull and dark, as if he were a
murderer chained to his cage in the courtroom, waiting for the judges to pronounce the verdict. When we were
silent and he was swept up in his private fantasy world, seeing with his imagination’s eye his daughter’s honor
being defiled, his face became alarmingly pale as the blood drained from it. His skin turned so gray it was pitiful,
and I feared at those moments that he was suffering angina pectoris.
*
I could call Umm Jasmine “The Lady of the Vale of Tears,” because her eyes were as red as embers and her
eyelids had become swollen from weeping. She was slapping her cheeks the whole time, lamenting her daughter
and blaming herself. She’ll probably go nuts if her Jasmine doesn’t return soon.
Instead of giving me any useful information, she knelt at my feet, kissed my knees, and begged me to bring her
daughter back.
I was sighing with distress when I left her, because this family, who wanted me to find their daughter for them,
had been no help at all.
*
According to the information I had, Jasmine left her home at seven-thirty a.m. on her way to the University,
but hadn’t returned. We undertook a thorough investigation of the Science College, where her classmates, both
male and female, confirmed that on this ill-omened morning she had attended Dr. Aqlan’s lecture, which had
lasted from eight to ten a.m. No one had seen her after she left the lecture hall.
A hunch led me to the office of Dr. Aqlan, whose original name was said to be the less elegant “Ajlan”. I was
told he had changed his name on receiving his doctorate. I had a number of questions for him. I asked:
“What do you think of your student Jasmine?” He responded cautiously:
“In what respect?” I laughed and said sarcastically:
“Any you want.” Raising one eyebrow, he said:
“Jasmine is a below average student. She received low marks in my subject in the first term.”
A student wanted to enter the office, but Dr Aqlan waved him away. Studying his features, the proportions of
his clean-shaven face, his hair, which was dyed black, and his large ears, I realized that he was a ladies’ man, an
indefatigable Lothario. So I asked in a hushed voice:
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“What do you think of her morals?”
He wasn’t surprised. He had been expecting my question and answered with curled lips:
“She’s a loose girl who claims virtue, though virtue claims her not. She makes a show of being pious and
devout while actually she’s the reverse.”
I was shocked by his comments, by his accusations that were honed like the blade of a knife. Straightening in
my seat, I asked coldly:
“How do you know she’s … I mean … not of good character?” He smiled cunningly and his jaw dropped like
a wolf’s muzzle as he remarked:
“I’m an observant man and have spiritual insights. I can deduce mankind’s secret thoughts from a simple
gesture.” I interrupted him curtly:
“Excuse me; my question was, how do you know she’s a loose girl?” He scowled and his expression grew
sullen. His deceptive veil was drawn back, and he hissed in a low voice:
“Two weeks ago I entered the laboratory to conduct a lab with a co-ed group of my students, wanting to break
down the psychological barrier between us. I greeted them and proceeded to shake hands. When I held my hand
out to her, she apologized, saying that she doesn’t shake hands with men. She left my hand hanging in the air and
put me in a ludicrous situation; I heard some male students laugh at me.
“That’s how I discovered that she’s one of these women who pretend to be modest and who refuse to shake
hands in public but then in private open their pussies. This type of feminine hypocrisy is widespread. You find that
such a woman always does the opposite of what she advocates and says the reverse of what she believes in her
heart. It’s a putrid type raised in a rotten way and living a life of contradictions. To be candid, this girl has dual
personalities and is two-faced.” I terminated his foolish prattle and said, staring into his eyes:
“Dr. Aqlan, let’s speak frankly. It is possible that Jasmine may have been in love with one of her classmates
and gone off with him—or perhaps has simply eloped with him. What do you think?”
He shook his head and fiddled with his earlobe. After some reflection he replied:
“That is not too likely. We are a conservative society.”
Just then he blinked, and I sensed that he wasn’t satisfied with his response. I pressed him harder:
“Have you noticed whether any of your male students are interested in her?”
He narrowed his eyes and looked at me attentively as he began to consider various possibilities. After he had
remained silent for a long time, I prodded him:
“What’s his name?” He replied slowly:
“I don’t know.”
We were silent for a while, and he seemed to be reviewing specific memories till he forgot I was there. A
wicked thought took control of me and began to unnerve me. So following my hunch, I asked him:
“Does your wife live with you?” As if returning from the depths of the oceans, he replied:
“No, she’s in her village.”
I pulled out a pack of cigarettes and lit one. When I blew smoke in his face, he reacted by arching his brows.
He asked me coldly:
“Why do you ask about my wife? What bearing does she have on this matter?” I gazed up at the ceiling from
which the paint was peeling and said:
“I don’t know … It just crossed my mind to ask.”
“You’re lying,” he retorted in a loud voice that betrayed his anger. “You suspect me.” Noting the agitated
tapping of his feet, I replied:
“Your previous statement revealed your interest in her.”
He pulled back from me in dismay and glared at me with venomous hatred. He looked at his watch and opened
his mouth as if trying to say something, but was unable to get a single syllable out. Then he grabbed his black
briefcase and departed.
I recorded a number of observations about him in my notebook and decided to concentrate my investigations
on him. I would study what he had done the previous day and would place his apartment under surveillance.
Up to this point he was not a suspect, but my hunch, which was based on my years of experience as an
interrogator, was that he wasn’t saying everything he knew. The way he spoke about her confirmed that there was
something between them. The question about his wife had simply been a ruse to unnerve him and to cause him to
spill the beans about anyone else. At one p.m. I received a report on Jasmine from the Bureau of Investigations:
“There is no record of her in the hospitals or police stations. Her whereabouts are unknown.”
*
I lunched in a salad bar and had some tea in an empty café while devising an excellent plan for investigating
the murky stages of Jasmine’s disappearance. I strongly suspected she might have been lured somewhere and held
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there against her will. In cases like this, time is of the essence. If she hadn’t been killed already, her life was now
in extreme danger.
I went back to her family’s residence and at the door to the building found a crowd of her relatives, some of
whom were armed with Kalashnikov rifles. They were arguing vociferously with each other, all wound up and
ready to explode. I mingled with them, and they began to ask me loutishly about their missing relative. Their faces
were terrifying, so angry that they spewed ill will, and their eyes glowed with savagery like the pupils of ferocious
lions.
Jasmine is a member of a fierce tribe, and all its men are heroic warriors for whom a daughter’s honor is a red
line. Any creature crossing that line is destined to die.
I heard them threaten her father that if they found Jasmine and she was no longer a virgin, a thousand bullets
would rip through her body. They threw me totally off balance, leaving me unable to tell my head from my foot,
and I quite forgot the plan I had prepared.
Then the tribe’s sheikh arrived in a latest model limo that bristled with armed men. He stepped out haughtily
and majestically, encircled by guards on every side, and the men of the tribe clustered around him. I wasn’t able to
approach because of all the crowding and shoving. So I stood on a stone bench to watch what was happening.
I saw Jasmine’s father grovel so humbly before the sheikh that the abasement could almost have killed him as
his head bowed to the ground.
Above our heads a kite screeched as it circled low. I felt depressed and my senses seemed strangely disturbed. I
realized that fear from an unknown source had wormed its way into my soul and that a chill was even spreading
through my bones. The venerable sheikh issued his directives calmly and gravely. Then he climbed back into his
superb sedan—as his guards elbowed each other for pride of place, leaping into the rear seats—and left the
neighbourhood as swiftly as he had appeared.
*
I no longer had control of the situation and was in a pitiable state of confusion. I pulled out a pack of cigarettes
but found it empty, so I tossed it into one of the parked cars, cursing the day I had become a police officer. I
walked to a nearby grocery store and bought a new pack.
The weather was gloomy; dust particles in the air limited visibility and diminished the sun’s glare so that a
man felt as if he was suffocating inside a dirty bottle. Loudspeakers blared out the afternoon call to prayer, and the
muezzin’s voice was hoarse, doubling the amount of sorrow in my soul. Behind me the middle-aged owner of the
grocery store was humbly repeating the muezzin’s words.
I became aware of his existence as the resonance of his voice sent a quick pang through my chest. So I sat
down on a filthy wooden chest and lit a cigarette. Looking up I saw the apartment where Jasmine’s family lived.
Curiosity prompted the owner of the store to approach and ask me:
“Do you know where she is?”
I shook my head. He gestured with his eyebrows toward the window directly opposite him and asked:
“Do you know that’s her room?”
I turned toward him and almost smiled I was so delighted. In a tone devoid of emotion I asked:
“Are you sure?” He replied confidently:
“Yes.” I inquired as graciously as possible:
“Does she spend a lot of time at the window?” Stroking his beard, he was slow to reply:
“I ask God’s forgiveness what should I tell you, son? These are questions one shouldn’t delve into.”
So my suspicion that he had something to tell me but felt awkward about stating plainly what was percolating
inside him was confirmed. Trying to whittle away at his reserve, I told him:
“Don’t worry, Hajj … sorry, what is your esteemed name?” Swallowing, he replied:
“Sultan Atiq.” I continued:
“Hajj Sultan, I’m a police inspector doing my duty. So you shouldn’t feel awkward about providing me with
some information. This is your legal duty!” He cleared his throat and began playing with his black prayer beads.
“The truth of the matter is that Hajj Nashir al-Ni’am’s daughter’s morals are so-so. She’s reckless and likes to
tease men.”
I nodded my head to encourage him to continue. Half closing one eye, he added:
“Even a graybeard like me who prays that God will provide him with a good ending for his life has not been
spared her flirtations. She tried to tempt me, teasing me and my white hair at the end of my days.” I moved closer
and asked:
“What exactly does she do?” He began to tense up and stuttered:
“I … I mean I would see her open the window and make rude gestures.” Tightening the noose, I asked:
“Like what?” Looking far away, toward Jasmine’s window, he replied:
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“I … I mean she bites into a cucumber while looking at me and winking. She licks ice cream and sticks her
tongue out. She chews gum and makes bubbles that pop as if she’s throwing me a kiss. Many times she has
deliberately let her hair down at the window as if displaying it to me. Naughty things like this that girls do.”
When he finished his statement, he released a sigh so deep it almost pulled out his ribs.
I wondered whether it was conceivable that this senile graybeard was vain enough to be in love with her. The
way he sighed over her and the effort I had to take with him (in view of his admission) must show he was fond of
her, consciously or not. I reckoned that he loved Jasmine with every ounce of his being and that the fires of
jealousy raging in his gut had prompted him to bring her disappearance up with me. He seemed convinced that
she had run away with a youth with whom she had fallen in love. I couldn’t let this golden opportunity slip away
from me. So I asked:
“Hajj Sultan, I want you to tell me candidly: Did you ever notice a young man from the neighbourhood making
repeated visits to your store and deliberately sitting opposite her window to court her?”
He fled from my stern gaze, moistened his index finger and ran it along his neck. Then he raised his head,
looking up, as he whispered:
“Forgive me, Lord.” He gazed at her window and a fleeting gleam of jealousy sparkled in his eyes.
“Yes,” he said, “there was one.” I snuffed out my cigarette and asked him nonchalantly:
“What’s his name?” He thrust his prayer beads into his overcoat pocket and busied himself with straightening
his turban.
“His name is Ali Nashwan,” he said. Taking the notebook from my pocket I recorded the name and then asked:
“Could you show me where he lives?” He said:
“He’s one of the building’s residents … on the second floor. His apartment is right across from hers.” I asked:
“How old is he?” He replied:
“About eighteen.” I asked:
“When was the last time you saw Jasmine?” He answered:
“Yesterday at seven-thirty in the morning; I saw her leave the building.” I asked:
“Did you notice anything out of the ordinary about her? For example, did you notice whether she was carrying
a suitcase or a large garment bag?” He said:
“No … she had a black woman’s handbag under her arm and a blue notebook with a hard cover, nothing else.
But I noticed that the boy, whose name I just gave you, emerged immediately after her and followed her like a
billy goat.” My heart pounded when I heard this valuable information, and I asked:
“Are you sure it was Ali?” He replied quickly:
“Yes, it was. Every day he comes out right behind her and trails her like her shadow.”
I recorded some quick observations in my notebook. As he gave me a conspiratorial look, he said:
“If you’ll allow me, I’ll close my shop. I want to catch the afternoon prayer at the mosque.”
I watched him close the panels of his shop door and then we said goodbye with a wave of the arm. He walked
quickly toward a nearby mosque.
*
I for my part put my trust in God and headed to Ali’s apartment. When I knocked on the door I heard a
woman’s voice ask from inside:
“Who is it?”
“Is Ali there?” I asked.
“Who wants him?” she asked.
“I’m his friend Abdurabbih,” I replied.
In a minute, a solidly built, tawny-complexioned man opened the door, his cheek swollen with qat. I guessed
he was Ali’s father and that he was between forty-seven and fifty. Narrowing his eyes, he examined me and said:
“Hello. Can I help you?” Showing him my card, I told him:
“I’m Inspector Abdurabbih al-Adini and I want to speak with Ali … for five minutes, no more.” His eyes
opened wide and he stepped back to allow me to enter.
“I’m his father. Come in. God has brought you.”
I didn’t know whether to be encouraged or discouraged by his last statement. I heard footsteps hastening away
and a muffled clamour. So I realized that a large family was being corralled in a room at the far end of the
apartment.
I entered a small, warm parlour and sat down. Qat branches were strewn on the floor beside an ashtray filled
with mangled cigarette butts, a third of which were stained with lipstick.
He sat down at the rear of the parlour and leaned back. He would have offered me a bundle of qat branches,
but I declined. He covered his feet with a wool blanket that would make him sweat, warm his body, and thus
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speed arrival of the narcotic’s euphoria. Conscious that I was being observed through the keyhole of the closed
door and that dozens of ears were listening to me, I asked:
“Where’s Ali?” He replied:
“Ever since Ali learned that the neighbours’ daughter had left but not returned he’s been searching the streets
for her like a madman. Yesterday he didn’t return till five in the morning. He had barely dozed for three hours
when he went out to search for her. He hasn’t had a bite to eat since yesterday and has n’t been to his school. As
you see it’s four p.m. now and His Excellency hasn’t returned. His mother has been weeping night and day, and
my heart hardly has the strength to beat I’m so worried about him.” I commented sarcastically:
“Even her family hasn’t searched for her this seriously. Your son seems to be infatuated with her.”
“Sir, one proof of that is my son’s discovery of Jasmine’s bag and notebook.”
I was thunderstruck and could not budge my tongue, I was so surprised. He continued:
“I beg you, by the life of the person you hold most dear, that you keep this information to yourself and let it
remain our secret. If the girl’s family learned this, a calamity would ensue. They would eat my boy alive with
their teeth, and their daggers would shred his body before he had time to utter a word in his own defence.”
Approaching the case from a new angle, I said:
“I promise to keep the matter secret. Where are her effects?” He said:
“Safe with my wife. Please wait a moment.”
He stood and cleared his throat loudly to warn his family to move away from the door. Then he left, closing the
door behind him. I heard a hushed debate, which was followed by weeping and sobbing. I deduced that Umm Ali
was trying to prevent her husband from cooperating with me. Her fears for her son had doubtless caused her not to
trust anyone.
Five grim minutes passed while I spent the time watching the wall clock. I shuddered when I saw the secondhand flicker on one spot, unable to move forward. It was that rare moment when you see a clock die before your
eyes!
Ali’s father finally returned with a clothes bag, which he handed to me. Then he knelt before me. The bag’s
contents were in turn wrapped in three more bags in an excess of caution. I found a black woman’s handbag and a
course notebook with a blue plastic cover. Opening the bag I found Jasmine’s University ID, some pens, a pencil,
coins, a thousand riyal note and two fifties.
I also found a small address book, tissues, a chocolate bar, strawberry chewing gum, some bobby pins, jasmine
perfume and dried blossoms, scraps of paper containing references, and a lecture schedule. I flipped through the
three hundred pages of the course notebook quickly and observed that its owner had recorded her lessons systematiccally in an elegant hand. I put her effects back inside the three bags and asked Ali’s father, whose brow was
dripping with sweat:
“Where did your son find these effects?” As he attempted to suppress a coughing fit that was shaking him, he
replied:
“He says he found them in the trees at the garden of the Science College.” I pursed my lips and said, more to
myself than to him:
“I must take him there so he can show me the precise location where he found the things.” Sighing, as his eyes
overflowed with tears, he said:
“If you went to the Science College now, you might find him hanging out there, pursuing his search for more
clues.” Rising, I said:
“Don’t worry about him. We’ll keep an eye on your son.”
I shook hands with him at the door of the apartment and thanked him for the valuable assistance he had provided the police.
*
Many heads poked up behind him, perhaps ten. I left and descended the stairs, my head awash with doubts.
Had he actually found these personal effects or was his family concealing the truth and trying to rid themselves of
evidence against their son? I followed the alley to the public street where my sergeant, Muti‘, was waiting for me
in a taxi. We shot off to the Science College, which we reached in less than seven minutes.
We stopped near the College gate and I asked Sergeant Muti‘ to stay in the car and to watch for a young man
between seventeen and nineteen years old. I got out of the vehicle and entered the College, heading toward the
University security office.
The duty officer saluted me and handed me a report half a page long. I read it but found no useful information
in it. The guards hadn’t noticed anything suspicious. They had searched the College building four times without
finding any clues.
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I laughed to myself about the stupidity of these blind soldiers who had failed to discover Jasmine’s handbag
and her course notebook, which a kid who had the enthusiasm and dedication for the search had found. Folding
the report and putting it in my pocket, I told the duty officer:
“We’ve found important items in the College garden that pertain to the missing girl.”
The duty officer’s mouth fell open and his eyes bulged out. I continued threateningly:
“As a result, you’ll be held accountable for this failure.”
As I left, I could hear the sound of the duty officer’s feet hitting the floor with a thud. Zealously saluting me as
I departed was the stupidest way to apologize for a failure to perform his duty. I went to the College garden,
where the paths were almost deserted now that most of the students had gone home.
*
I was overwhelmed by the loud din made by the chirping sparrows and the cooing nightingales and turtledoves. My eyes fixed on them as they flew gaily from tree to tree.
Feeling a pain in my chest, I turned toward a pomegranate tree about three metres from me. I saw a white
spectre move and then disappear into the trunk of the tree. My body trembled at this sight and I remained standing
where I was, staring at the trunk, not knowing whether to doubt or believe the vision. Should I mis trust my eyes
or was I overwrought because of this abominable case? I wiped my face with my hand and felt relieved as this demonic notion faded away.
I approached the fountain, which was off, and sat down to catch my breath. The garden was small and dominated by camphor trees and lofty white poplars. Scattered through the garden’s reaches were arbours with facing
seats for six people. No one was there, and calm enveloped the place except for the love songs of the birds and the
stirring music the wind wrested from the trees’ boughs.
I plunged my fingers into the still waters, which were covered with yellow leaves, and gazed at my reflection.
My face undulated and lengthened each time a leaf fell and struck the water’s surface. I was amazed by the extent
to which a flimsy yellow leaf could alter my features. They say of a man whose time has come that his leaf has
fallen.
A small yellow leaf succumbs to the force of the wind and floats downward. We are like that too; in a moment
of despair we submit to death and give up the ghost.
*
I felt a spiritual presence in the garden and began to look around. Then I spotted a young man sitting in one of
the arbours. His head was bowed and he was stiff—as if he were a lifeless statue. I won’t deny that he spooked me
a little. He almost seemed to have sprung from non-existence and become visible after being invisible.
I gained control of myself and walked over to him. I found myself involuntarily fingering my revolver and
checking to see that it was in its holster at my waist.
He heard my footsteps but didn’t raise his head. He was staring at an invisible point somewhere be yond physical existence. His pupils were focused on the void, on a cavity not of this world. He was regarding something
that has no name in our language, something we have never considered previously.
I cleared my throat and greeted him, but he continued transfixed and absentminded. I sat down opposite him
and asked gently:
“How are you, Ali?”
He raised his head and began to study my face, scrutinizing my features. I felt like fleeing his glances, which
resembled harmful rays that penetrate deep beneath the skin. Attempting to command his respect, I told him:
“I’m an inspector from the Criminal Investigations, and I’ve come to interrogate you.”
The gaze of his eyes clouded and I sensed that the rays of his spirit were fading and retreating. I continued in
the gruff voice of an interrogator:
“Tell me: Where did you discover Jasmine’s handbag and course notebook?”
An unbearable minute of silence followed. His breathing quickened and his chest began to heave up and down
as if he were experiencing extreme difficulty getting enough air. He stood up suddenly and walked away; so I
followed him, noticing for the first time that he was tall and full-figured; this made him look older than he was,
even though he was still a boy, wet behind the ears, perhaps fifteen. Standing near the pomegranate tree, he
pointed to a cavity in its trunk.
I believed him right away. I told myself: then that vision wasn’t meaningless. An existential system governs
matters like this; it’s a system that remains beyond our ken.
*
Ali knelt and began to weep loudly whereas I was overcome by a terror I had never experienced before. I felt I
was in the presence of the holy. I shook with fright when I heard the roar of water. The fountain had suddenly
come back to life and begun working as water spilled out of it onto the ground on all sides.
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I sensed that my back was sweating, my chest was trembling, and my teeth were chattering. I felt ashamed of
my weakness and the failure of my will.
For the first time in my life I felt that I was in the presence of a supernatural, spiritual power, that my senses
were on the blink, and that my limbs were paralyzed. I experienced a weird, incomprehensible state in which I
was both inside my body and outside it at the same time, seeing it while it saw me, regarding it from every
direction, as if I were a neutral external observer.
My intellect was crystal clear, liberated from emotions and sensations. The world around me twisted in
spiraling circles and standard spatial distances faded away as if I were experiencing an alternative form of existence.
The sun set and shadows darkened gradually. Sergeant Muti‘, who had grown tired of waiting in the taxi, came
to look for me.
(I knew this because I was present everywhere.) He spotted me standing in front of the pomegranate tree, sunk
in a sublime state of contemplation. He called to me from afar but didn’t dare approach. (Later he told me that he
had felt an intense terror.)
I barely heard him. Then my worldly concerns returned. With sad, slow steps, I withdrew from the garden,
which was almost devoid of light, leaving behind the boy and the pomegranate tree in a private reverie unspoiled
by the presence of an interloper like me. …
252.50 & 252.66 1. Fireworks To Celebrate A Deflowering 2. Excerpt from It’s Just Love: “Screams Of
Bleeding Whiteness”\fn{by Nadia Alkowkabani (c.1980 )} Taiz, Taiz Governorate, Yemen (F) 5
1
Even if he had known that what he did would destroy her, would trample on her feelings, would kill off any
budding sensitivity a women might express or even dream of, and deprive her of the most noble enjoyment all her
life; even then, he would not have heeded this because, frankly, she did not enter into his calculations in spite of
the fact that she was his daughter (and he did not know where she came in his series of children, or from which
wife, and he would never be able to learn that except by studying it a thousand times, or according to the value of
the wife in his eyes …).
For the Sheikh was deeply involved in a number of issues, particularly those affecting the tribe, the people, and
the neighbours. But as for the affairs of his children, they were the concern of the special servants assigned to take
care of their hygiene, feeding and education.
The strange thing is that the Sheikh was very concerned about the question of their education. He wished all his
children to receive education, the girls even more than the boys, and at the hands of the greatest Sheikhs, in the
schools of rhetoric, grammar and eloquence.
However, the matter went beyond all that when a letter admiring and praising his daughter fell into his hands.
It was from a young man, one who it seemed had declined to reveal his name, his nature or form, but that was for
the simple reason that the Sheikh’s daughter did not know him—he had launched the paper into her room by
means of a bow of unknown origin!
The Sheikh did not think even for one moment that she might be telling the truth despite the fact that she only
ever went out or came home accompanied. He did not think for one moment of asking the maid how she had
come across that cursed paper which his poor daughter had not yet read! Her guilt rested entirely on the fact that
her name appeared in it—despite its crumpled appearance and its blurred letters
*
The matter had to be taken further.
He sought her out, his criminal daughter who was not yet ten years old! There she was, playing with her
friends in front of the house, in the women’s section.
He seized her by the neck as you might pluck up an insect. The shock bridled her; she could not ask a question
or speak a word! There was no chance of waking from the nightmare that began to unfold.
This great mountain descended upon her, the Sheikh of the tribe and her protector. He examined her, stripping
her of her underwear to reassure himself of her virginity, of that cursed membrane of which she had known
nothing until that moment … that maidenhead which was torn with ease when he was wont to demonstrate his
masculinity—untouched by any fall into ill-health and unaffected by time—at the rate of two virgins a year …
That was his average rate of marriage to the most beautiful young girls of his village and of neighbouring villages.
The poor girl, open-mouthed and wide-eyed, did not understand what was happening! He swiftly called for an
expert on virginity, a muzayyinah, to verify his honour again and again and again, an honour that had not to be
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soiled by this miserable girl who had begun to love and to receive admiring letters. And if it had been, he would
have killed her without anyone thinking the worse of him, or even questioning him … including her mother, who
was in love with the Sheikh to the point of madness and prepared to do anything to be among the four permanent
wives under his protection since their marriage. The mother who trilled aloud from the very depths of her belly
when the expert brought the glad tidings to the Sheikh of his daughter’s innocence and reassured him of the girl’s
preserved membrane and wonderful virginity.
In spite of all these verifications, the Sheikh was completely unsatisfied. (To convince the Sheikh of anything
was extremely difficult even when it was a trifling matter—so imagine his conduct when the case concerned
secrets and hidden deeds!) He decided then and there to put an end to the uncertainty once and for all by marrying
off his daughter as soon as possible—the following day!
And to whom? To one of his particular followers, who would guard his tongue if there had been an error in the
examination of her virginity or if the muzayyinah had been lying out of fear of punishment by the Sheikh.
*
The whole tribe was following the news of the marriage of the Sheikh’s daughter, while she herself had been
imprisoned in the bedroom to prepare for the bridegroom. The child had passed from the sudden shock of her
father’s examination to another kind of shock.
The shock of a door locking on her and a man she did not know, of whom she had only heard the name and
that he was a personal assistant of the Sheikh.
The shock of his approaching her with a dancing gait, and of the ears listening at the door, of him touching her,
playing with her innocence and greeting her tears with compassion … before deciding to delay that which the
Sheikh was waiting for behind the door until the next day.
“Are you crazy? You won’t wait a single moment, you simpleton!”
Thus the Sheikh shouted in his face, kicking in the door and ordering the rebel to be tied with rope. With his
own hands he secured her hands and feet … and enjoyed hearing her screams for help, which could find no
listener … and hurting her to the utmost degree of pain … he forced his aide to rape her in front of him, to see
with his own eyes the red blood pouring out from her! He saw it finally as he so desired, saw it hot and pouring
forth from her very depths.
He began to show signs of joy, happiness, satisfaction, pride! Finally it had been broken, that membrane which
had bewildered him through its presence or absence and pressed a terrifying doubt upon him that had troubled his
mood for a day and a half —to be precise, ever since he clutched that accursed letter in his hands!
Now he leapt for joy, coming towards her, kissing her, his honourable and pure daughter … he apologised for
what he had done, that it had been necessary to be sure that she had not forsaken him, he apolo gised to her and to
her body which was still shaking from fear as in her hot blood pulsated all the expectations of the tribe.
He resolved to celebrate this! He ordered an enormous quantity of fireworks to be let off in the skies above the
village, above the mountains, two steps from the heavens …
The trilling of the women began and continued for half a day until the faraway tribes arrived and the sound of
rifles almost deafened the ears. She looked into his face and the bitterness of the world was etched into her fea tures. He did not occupy himself with her or feel troubled by that gaze fixed on his face. Nothing was of any value
following the confirmation of her great virginity.
He resolved, in the midst of the cacophony of the fireworks which filled the sky over the mountains, to pursue
the affair by marrying her eight-year-old sister to one of his men as well, on the condition that she should not be
entered until her eighteenth year. He did not want to live through that anxiety all over again.
The man whom the Sheikh burdened with preserving her virginity could not wait four years. One day, the sister
came to her father to tell him with utmost calmness and innocence about how his man had taken her into the
mahras in the field when she brought him his lunch, and had wounded her between her thighs, making her bleed,
with something she could not distinguish in the darkness.
The Sheikh sought long this traitor whose face was never to be seen again
2
I’ve run out of all excuses for refusing! I have nothing to say to my brother. Even if I managed to persuade my
father to postpone or even cancel the idea of marriage, especially after I got my Masters and started as an assistant
university lecturer, I’ve had no chance to complete my PhD. I have to go abroad to do it, some thing I know the
answer to already.
I thought of all of that as I recalled my relationship with Hisham. He appeared and disappeared in a flash. Then
he was gone. In a moment that was out of my control, everything blanked out. He took over all my senses, and I
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had said yes—a word that would be the reason for my hardship and agony, and a reason for my de struction. My
abyss, on the edge of which I would have the freedom I wanted, and see the world I wished for.
“He doesn’t want for anything, and he has money,” my mother said.
“His family is good, respected and well-known,” my father said.
“He’s a pharmacist, even though he works in finance and trade like the rest of his family,” my brother said.
“Don’t rush, think it through. It’s not your only chance, you have other opportunities!” Soula said.
Her words were the only words that held a different consideration to the others. They were the only words I
had to think deeply about—but I didn’t!
Soula, what chances are you talking about? You’re a year and a half younger than I am. You’ve been married
four years. You’ve lived a great love story. You found Nader, your soul mate! You now have two children and a
loving husband. He’s dedicated to making you and his children happy.
What chances are you talking about? I’m nearly twenty-seven. In less than two years this society will consider
me an old maid.
Then they’ll start analyzing my life. And what’s so amazing, they’ll find out why I’m not married. And the
outcome will be a long list of negative points, all against me, that fit me perfectly!
*
That was my chance. After the failed love story that I hoped would be the foundation of a successful marriage,
no other chance. The most important thing is not to give up what I have achieved, to continue my work! That was
my condition for agreeing to the marriage. Deep down I wished I made more conditions.
A businessman, 35 years old, previously engaged to his cousin.
“Family problems. It didn’t work out!”
Four composed and measured words. Their letters gleam with wisdom that makes one shy away from the
question of why the problems happened.
Four words with which the future groom persuaded people, my father and my brother, for instance. I don’t
know why and for what reason, but they did not ask the causes of those problems, even though previously they
had been very careful to investigate and ask questions about the husbands of my sisters.
He’d travelled a lot for his work.
He’d dealt with people of different nationalities.
He spoke English fluently.
I think that with all this he seemed to have good taste and that distinguished him from others. His life experience had been good. It seemed this would make it easy to deal with him and to have a successful married life. I realized all of this, in addition to what my father, mother and brother said, and so I said:
“Yes, I agree to marry Sami!”
This modern marriage was to the man I had always wanted to start my other life with, and to accomplish all
my dreams with. A hope of accomplishing a goal that was incomplete.
*
And you disappointed me! You killed my happiness! You destroyed all my hopes! You finished me off in one
night. A night with no dawn, its darkness cutting deep inside me, its pain sitting on my chest, burrowing under my
skin. A night that I will never forget unless they remove the memories from my brain.
It was a night in which his sentences were both separated and jumbled up. It was too difficult for me to
understand or determine whether the girl that the university took from him was me or some other girl. Why—just
as he said—did he have to stop doubting educated girls (especially graduates), by taking my virginity, with the
colour of the dark red blood spilling over the whiteness of my dignity, now tainted by the mud of his dirty
thoughts.
No one heard my screams.
No one came to help me.
No one healed my pain.
My body was violently ripped open by him, and I was proved innocent of what I’d been accused. My virginity
was torn into pieces that would be difficult to mend or indeed to fix. Body parts were penetrated and had the
poison of desire thrust inside them and then thrown away like a dirty towel.
My mother didn’t tell me that anything like this would happen. Most likely she didn’t tell me anything. As was
expected, like the other mothers, she just placed a white towel on top of my luggage. To be returned to her soaked
with redness that would make its whiteness shine, and renew its faded old pattern. Like this towel, and the towel
of her mother, and the towels of her sisters, all in this little box kept in the bottom drawer of her cupboard.
I remember the arrival of my four sisters’ towels the morning after their own wedding nights. My father and
my brother brought them back after a quick early morning visit to each one of them while my mother waited im154

patiently, and greeted them with pretended concern. She opened my bag which smelled of perfume and spices.
She took out the towel and threw it down on the ground in front of the other women just before they started their
ululations.
My father didn’t ask me why I was tired or why my face was ob viously pale. He was satisfied with taking my
towel and kissing me hard on the forehead, as if thanking me for this towel that I had paid such I high price for. I
didn’t know that my virginity held all this importance and that its redness held all this joy. It made them forget to
ask about my bleeding that had flooded the whiteness of my towel and hidden my whiteness forever.
*
I wonder why my mother hadn’t told me about all this. She knows the limits of our upbringing and education
on such issues, and of the matter of sex in general. Why wasn’t she at all like the mothers of my non-Yemeni
girlfriends, Manal, for instance, whose mother is Algerian? I used to envy her each time I went to her birthday
party because of the way her mother treated her and the perfect arrangement of her party.
Najia—her mother is Egyptian. I always compare her mother who received the news of her becoming a woman
with ululation and joy, having explained in detail the whys and wherefores of what was going to happen, with my
mother who didn’t care and just told me where my clean underwear was. She gave me a severe telling-off during
Ramadan, saying I was “disrespectful” because I was eating in front of my father and my brother while they were
fasting. But Saiwa and her German mother were a perfect example for me and the rest of my girlfriends. Maybe
because of that Salwa didn’t have a lot of friends, she was happy with her mother’s friendship.
In contrast, I didn’t have anyone to make up for my bad relationship with my mother, especially after Soula got
married. I became isolated and lost in my own world, almost without friends or a best friend to tell my secrets to
and talk about my problems with.
I didn’t have the courage to ask my mother if what had happened on that miserable wedding night, and on the
nights that followed, was a normal occurrence between all married couples or not, or if that was the case why was
there all this pain and suffering in a relationship that was supposed to be a source of happiness and joy? This can’t
be a peaceful way to live, or else all married couples would end up isolating themselves from the world and losing
the will to live, perhaps before going to a psychiatrist’s clinic.
*
From the start, unlike most husbands, Sami wasn’t concerned about his self-image in front of me. Since the
honeymoon that we never had and the start of our relationship, and me knowing his habits and behaviour, it was
as if all that didn’t bother him. I even felt at times that he wasn’t bothered about me either. He didn’t care if I
accepted his rough behaviour towards me or not.
From the start of our married life he seemed to be inconsistent and weird. It was as though he was mentally ill
rather than a normal human being. I wasn’t safe from his erratic behaviour, his unjustified and odd mistrust of
what I did.
He started by watching as I went to work at the university, escalating to listening in to my phone calls and
ending up not allowing me to ever leave the house unless he was with me. I was very worried and wondered what
I would have to do to counter this unacceptable behaviour. He looked down on my ability as a human first and on
my educational ability second.
After a while he forbade me from working at the university. He mocked the rational way I talked to him and I
could never understand the reason for his actions and behaviour towards me. He reprimanded me all the time and
was always dissatisfied with every bit of routine housework I did. He ignored my wishes and even refused to
make any changes to the house or the furniture.
He insisted on spending the nights, which he turned into a jail in which he imprisoned me, with no respect for
my humanity, consuming the perfume of my body. Intoxicated, he scattered his marks of satisfaction all over my
body. He was unconcerned about me or my feelings and the sounds of my screams, and he ignored my appeals.
“Shortly it will pass.”
“Everything is difficult at first.”
“Hold on, he has a lot of pressure at work.”
Oh God, how I hate those words of my mother and my sisters. If it wasn’t for them I would have had my
freedom a lot sooner. If it wasn’t for them I could have saved myself a lot of agony that I could have well done
without. For two years I experienced neither happiness nor relaxation, nor slept a single night without different
kinds of hardships that which made me feel disgraced and disrespected. You slowly started to hate yourself and
those around you.
*
But on the other hand I used to fear failure, something I had never experienced, in a crucial matter such as
marriage. My whole body trembled just thinking about separating from him. I was more afraid of being a
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divorcée in a society where the woman is always considered responsible for the failure of the relationship. Giving
her another chance is something only a few people accept. Therefore I had to embrace the words of my mother
and my sisters; they were a good way of testing my ability to endure and be patient in my life with Sami.
Belief in wise sayings and proverbs, and their implementation by an educated woman who understands her
reality and is able to change it if she wants to, is the same as for an uneducated woman who has no power to
change or fix her situation unless the man so desires.
That’s exactly what happened to me—it’s as if I’m a different human being who has to accept the situation as it
is because it is her destiny, even though this destiny will be the cause of her destruction.
*
This is the state I was in before discovering the main reason why Sami treated me this way, before I discovered
the changing point that had turned his life upside down and that for the last six months of our marriage he had
fought to stop me from finding out.
I felt sorry for him after I found out. I tried to understand his problem and help him to overcome it so that we
could start the life I wanted and hoped for together. I felt the power and the misery of the shock he suffered that
had made him lose all trust in women and the reason for him wanting to use me to take his re venge; I felt it
because it was the same shock Hisham made me suffer. There was one difference, which was that Sami knew the
reason his cousin refused him after they had promised each other fidelity and marriage! For my part, I still don’t
know where Hisham has gone and why.
I tried, and I dared myself, to hide from Sami what I knew about what had happened to him, as I had promised
his sister. She had told me everything because she pitied him after the severe change in the way he was behaving
that she and others noticed. She knew that I had reached the point where being patient was more than I could
handle and that I couldn’t endure it any longer.
She told me about why things had not worked out between him and his cousin, his first love, his only desire,
his hope that he never attained.
She had asked for their cousin the reasons for rejecting him, and even though they’d had really good chemistry
and understanding between them since they were young, which had, strengthened the desire of their families to
bring them together, she had answered:
“No! I don’t want to marry Sami. He’s my cousin, he’s like my brother!”
Her words were the last thing Sami expected.
The wonderful years spent with her crumbled before his eyes. The different stages—the childhood game of
bridegroom and bride, the affection and teenage love, the engagement that everyone blessed and a prom ise of
marriage after she finished studying at university.
While a student she had heard a lot of gossip about Sami having numerous affairs and about promises he made
to different girls, who had no reason not to believe him because “he’s from a good family”. One of those girls told
Sami’s sister about their relationship and after he’d refused to announce the marriage she even showed her the
civil marriage certificate.
In fact what he wanted was to get married to a girl who hadn’t known any men before meeting him. He was
assured that his cousin was ready and available at any time when the conditions were right.
Therefore he went crazy when he dropped by to see her one day and saw her ar guing with one of her male
university friends. She was shocked and astonished when he very rudely ordered her friend to stop talking to her,
completely ignoring her. Unaware of the embarrassing situation he had put her in, in front of everybody he demanded his uncle complete their wedding formalities, saying it was not necessary for her to finish her studies. He
was very sure that his demand would be met.
She didn’t say that she was refusing him because he had insulted her by deeming her innocent behaviour
“disrespectful” and the precursor to an inappropriate relationship, since the great number of his love affairs meant
that such insults would be possible with all women.
She didn’t explain to him or to her parents that she knew about his adventures and how offended she felt by
them and how she had thought seriously about a life with him even though she didn’t love him. Because of his
behaviour it would be an abnormal life with an abnormal person. All she said was:
“Sami’s my cousin, he’s like my brother.”
He refused to give up easily. He asked again and again. The last time he even had the nerve to ask his uncle to
force her to marry him because it had been agreed between them. He then demand ed to see her to talk to her. No
one knew what happened when they met, but it ended everything.
*
Sami decided to channel all his energy into his work and into more love affairs. He didn’t want to get married
for another two years. This I heard from his sister, who was one of my students at the university and who was
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very taken with my personality and teaching, the way I treated the students and the way I discussed the subjects
brought up in class.
I think he was looking for a girl who surpassed the educational level and the good reputation of his cousin
because when she ended up marrying one of her classmates from the university, this in Sami’s eyes meant a
mutual attraction and a relationship—a love story ending in marriage. He considered this marriage to be bad for
his cousin’s reputation and thanked God he had not married her. In Sami’s strange mind, I surpassed her in both
education and reputation because, until I got my Masters degree, I hadn’t fallen in love, nor had anyone heard of
me. I was her complete opposite. (It seems as if he interpreted in whatever way he wanted the iso lation I enforced
on myself and my heart after Hisham left me.)
If it was like that, why his strong desire to take his revenge out on me by torturing me in this way?
In his persistence and in his lack of appreciation of my sacrifice, and with me enduring everything he did,
maybe he interpreted my response as weakness and surrender. It didn’t cross his mind that there was an honest
desire on my part to have a normal life and that I was dreaming of a stable and tranquil family with children that
would fill our life with joy.
He didn’t bother to ask me if I was pregnant, like most men would have, after our first year together had past
without any signs of pregnancy. But he was happy to yell at me and insult me, especially when after he assured
me that there was no reason why I couldn’t get pregnant; I had asked him to continue the tests the doctor
suggested he take to investigate fully why there was no pregnancy.
After this request he became unbearable. His temper was difficult to cope with, his behaviour towards me and
others was out of control.
Later he would apologize to everyone except me.
I became afraid of nightfall. It caused me to tremble uncontrollably with fear, which got worse when I felt that
he was about to hurt me. He got a kick out of hearing me screaming. He reached a point where he lost control
over the crazy things he used to do to me. He took weird pleasure in torturing a body that in two years never
experienced any of the joy I’d read about, or the orgasm that makes women giggle.
I wished he would appreciate all of that, or just understand it, or simply get the message I had given him by
leaving my job at the university and putting my higher education on hold, but all to no avail.
*
I sought to create my own world, a world I would escape into from all the never-ending troubles Sami created.
A world of dancing and reading, old hobbies that saved me from totally surrendering to Sami’s schemes to destroy
me.
I re-read old books and I made sure I bought all the new magazines.
I started to think seriously about continuing higher education, even just thinking about it and nurturing the
idea.
My passion for dancing was indescribable.
I danced like a mad woman. I escaped even from myself. The way my body bent and moved with the music
was a good way to remove all his wounds and pain.
I am good at all kinds of dancing. Everyone used to say so since I was young, starting with my mother’s
friends. They used to ask me to teach their daughters to make their stiff bodies dance like young tree branches,
like the wind in spring that moves them gently. I used to laugh at them—as they say—I always used to tell them:
“Dancing doesn’t need teaching, it needs feelings.”
Sami was bothered by my preoccupation with reading and dancing and I didn’t understand why. There was a
siege and an attempt to stop me in a way that I cannot explain. All of this made me won der if finding a way
around Sami and doing what he wanted was worth it, even though it was more than I could endure and even
though when I did it, it didn’t pacify him! However, giving myself the space to breathe and find myself, in
dancing and reading, didn’t work either.
How was it possible to satisfy this man?
How could I stop his evil and his insistence on hurting me.
*
I swear I put up with it as long as I could. I was very afraid of getting divorced. It made me look for any way to
stay with Sami. If only he hadn’t attacked the last shred of my dignity as he enjoyed two years of sucking my
veins. If only he hadn’t been watching me dancing that day when I was completely unaware of him. It was n’t, as
he said, Zorba the Greek dancing, the hero of the great novel Zorba, by Nikos Kazantzakis. It was more than that
to me. It was enough that that type of dancing defied my body and its ability to make all the moves, it
continuously and innovatively stimulated my body in a way that cannot be understood and that makes you feel
you are not capable of doing it.
157

Sami grabbed my hair and pushed me off balance.
He called me a whole dictionary of vile names. He accused me of unspeakable things, the least of which was
that my dancing was like that of a whore.
Then he allowed himself to beat me for the first time.
My feeling of humiliation at being beaten up was all-consuming and destructive. The sum of all he’d done in
the previous two years was as terrible as him hitting me now.
When he woke up that morning he did not find me. He was sure that I had woken up before him, and prepared
his breakfast and his suit as always, before he went to the office as if nothing had happened.
He came to my father’s house straight away and he looked pathetic.
He hadn’t shaved.
He was wearing the same clothes as yesterday.
I didn’t tell anyone what he had done but I exploded in his face when he told my father he didn’t know why I
had left home:
“You know perfectly well what you’ve done. I want a divorce. I will not come back to you whatever you do. I
will not come back. I will not come back.”

The Al Saleh Mosque, Saan’a City, Amanat Al Aimah Special Municipality, Yemen
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A portion of the interior of the Al-saleh Mosque, Sana’a City, Amanat Al Aimah Special Municipality,
Yemen
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The Al-Aqil Mosque, Saan’a City, Amanat Al Aimah Special Municipality, Yemen

The Al-Hadi Mosque, Sa’dah, Sa’dah Governorate, Yemen
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A mosque in Al Mahwit Governorate, Yemen

The Great Mosque of Zabid, Al Hudaydah Governorate, Yemen
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The Al-Mihdar Mosque, Hadramaut Governorate, Yemen

The Haroon Alrashid Mosque, Shibam, Hadramaut Governorate, Yemen
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A mosque in Sayun, Hadramaut Governorate, Yemen

The Al-Jalalia (elsewhere the Qubbat Bayt Az-Zum) Mosque, Ibb, Ibb Governorate, Yemen
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A mosque in Al Bayda, Al Bayda Governorate, Yemen

The Al-Aminyah Mosque, Rada District, Al Bayda Governorate
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The Al-Ashrafiya Mosque, Taiz, Taiz Governorate, Yemen

The Al-Mudhaffar Mosque, Taiz, Taiz Governorate, Yemen
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A minarette of the mosque at Mocha, Taiz, Taiz Governorate, Yemen

A mosque in Aden, Aden Governorate, Yemen
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The Church of St. Francis of Assisi, Aden Governorate, Yemen

The Ashagi Aragit Mosque in Lahij, Lahij Governorate, Yemen
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A mosque in Hadibu, Socotra Governorate, Yemen

Two mosques in Al-Hutaib, Sana’a Governorate, Yemen
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A mosque in Atak, Shabwah Governorate, Yemen

The Al-Hadi Mosque, Atak, Shabwah Governorate, Yemen
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