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award o him of the Nobel Prize for Literature (1988) has brought him
worldwide recognition. His work portrays the vigorous life of Egypt’s
teeming cities.

Children of Gebelaawi (banned in Egypt since its serialization in 1959, until two
Cairo re-issues in 1994 in Arabic) is his most controversial work. On the surface it
is the history of a Cairo alley through several generations. Successive heroes
struggle to restore the rights of the people to the trust fund set up by their ancestor
Gebelaawi, usurped by embezzlers and tyrants. Mahfouz creates in all its detail a
world on the frontier between the real and the imaginary.

Atadeeper level, the book is an allegory whose heroes relive the lives of Adam
and Eve, Cain and Abel, Moses, Jesus and Muhammed. Their appearance in a
modem context invites the reader to see them as human beings relevant 10 the
present day, not as remote sacred figures — to the constemation of some tradition-
alists. Most controversial is the significance of Gebelaawi, the immensely long-
lived patriarch. Mahfouz himself has said that his character represents ‘not God, but
acertain idea of God that men have made’, standing for the god of those who lorget
the absolute transcendence of God affirmed by Islam.

All this professes 10 be as narrated by the traditional bards in theirsimple earthy
style, but the reader can also dig deeper in the hope of finding the thoughts of
Mahfouz himself, a graduate in Philosophy who has chosen always to express
himself in fiction rather than in academic abstractions.

These are the ingredients in the swifltly moving narrative of this remarkable
book. There is little to compare with it in world literature, though it may distantly
recall Shaw’s Back to Methuselah, Kazantakis® Christ Recrucified and Orwell’s
Animal Farm.

B omin 1911 in Cairo, Naguib Mahfouz is the leading Arab novelist, and the

This historic translation of Children of Gebelaawi, the first of a Mahfouz novel
ever to be completed, was made in 1962 with assistance from the author and was
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the publishing history and manuscripts in some delail.

ISBN 1-57889-038-1 (pbk)

ISBN 1-57889-038-1

90000> .
Passeggiata Press
P.O. Box 636
Pueblo, CO 81002
7815787890385



Children of Gebelaawi






Children of Gebelaawi

By Naguib Mahfouz
Nobel Prize for Literature 1988

Revised Augmented Edition

Arabic Title Is
Awlad Haratina

PASSEGGIATA PRESS
PUEBLO, COLORADO



Copyright © by Philip Stewart, new (3" and 4**) printing by Passeggiata Press, 1997 and
1999.

Copyright © Philip Stewart, Washington, D.C., USA, 1981.

First Edition, Second, and Third U.S. printings, 1988 and 1989 respectively.
Copyright © by Three Continents Press, USA, 1990

First Edition, Revised, Later printings, 1992, 1994, augmented 1995, 1996.

©ONaguib Mahfouz, 1959, of Original Arabic Edition (dwlad Haratina).

First English language edition published in 1981 in the U.S.A. by Three
Continents Press, Inc., Washington, D.C. and simultaneously in the U.K. by
Heinemann Educational Books, Ltd., London.

The Library of Congress has catalogued the Three Continents Press edition as
follows. The new publisher is Passeggiata Press with ISBN 1-57889-038-1
(paperback edition only).

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication data

Mahfuz, Najib. 1912-

[Awlad, haratina, English)

Children of Gebelaawi/ Naguib Mahfouz.— Rev. augmented ed.

P. cm.

ISBN 0-89410-818-2

Title

PJ848.A46A913 1995 94-45586
982 736--dc 20 CIP

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any
manner whatsoever without written permission of the publisher except for
brief quotations in reviews or articles.

Passeggiata Press
P.O. Box 636
Pueblo, Colorado 81002



CONTENTS

Translator’s Introduction vii

Photocopies of several pages in Arabic illustrating
some differences in Texts A and B of

Mahfouz’ s manuscript xxii-xxv
Prologue 1
Adham 5
Gebel 99
Rifaa 189
Qaasim 275

Arafa 401






TRANSLATOR’S
INTRODUCTION

A major work by a great writer should need no introduc-
tion. Children of Gebelaawiby Naguib Mahfouz is an exception,
for it has been much misunderstood — even to the extent of
endangering the life of its author.

From the beginning the novel posed problems for its
readersasanew departure not onlyin the work of Mahfouzbut
also in Arabic or indeed in any Islamic literature, being a
religious allegory based on the lives of the prophets. It consists
offive closely inter-linked fables, the heroes of the first four of
which relive the lives of Adam, Moses, Jesus and Muhammad
while the chief actor in the fifth stands for the scientist. The
story is set on the edge of the real Cairo, and its world is
almost completely cut off from any outside events.

Trouble began within days of the publication of the first
episode in the semi-official Egyptian newspaper Al-Ahram on
21 September 1959. The protests grew steadilyin intensity led
bymembers of Al-Azhar, the ancient Mosque-University. More
than once, the preacher of a Friday sermon led his congrega-
tion through the streets of Cairo to demonstrate against
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publication. Serialization could be carried through to the final
episode on 25 December only thanks to the personal support
of President Abdul-Nasser.

As soon as the last chapter had been printed, all public
mention of the work was banned by the censor, and its
publication in book form was prohibited. As the sets lovingly
cut from the newspaper yellowed and frayed, so the memory
of the novel gradually faded. There was a limited revival of
interestin 1967, when an edition in book form was published
bya Beirut publisher, but the work remained banned in Egypt
and was officially condemned in 1968 by a committee of
theologians from Al-Azhar. It continued to be quietly bought
by those with a special interest in Arabic literature, but there
was no repeat of the outcry of 1959. The present English
translation, made as a scholarly exercise in 1962 with the
author’s assistance, was published as an academic paperback
in1981. It sold onlyfour thousand copiesinitsfirst eightyears.

By 1988 the novel had been largely forgotten, to the extent
that Mahfouz said: ‘Even I forgotit.”. The award to him of the
Nobel Prize for literature in October 1988 reopened the
controversy, for Children of Gebelaawiin the present translation
was oneofthe five works citedin the Nobel Committee’s press
release (the others being The Cairo Trilogy, Midaq Alley, Adrift on
the Nile and a collection of short stories, This World of God’s).
President Mubarak let it be known that he wished the banned
novel to be issued in Egypt. However, Al-Azhar renewed its
opposition, and Mahfouzindicated thatfor the sake of peace he
would not support publication.

The fatwa issued against Salman Rushdie on 14 February
1989 by the Ayatollah Khomeini brought a new element of
danger to the situation. In March, the blind Egyptian Muslim
leader, Sheikh Omar Abdurrahman, said in an interview with
a Kuwait newspaper, Al-Qabas, that if Mahfouz had been
punished for his blasphemous novel, Rushdie would not have
dared publish his. Soon after this, the sheikh was arrested on
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Introduction

other charges, but he escaped by way of Sudan to New York,
where he was eventually found guilty —in spite of his protes-
tations of innocence — of conspiring to plant bombs. In
January 1996 he was sentenced to life imprisonment.

After the Sheikh’s remarks of 1989, Mahfouz was offered
police protection but refused it, except for a token guard in
front of his home for the sake of his family. He continued to
go about Cairoas before, confident thathewould be protected
by his manifest innocence and his enormous popularity. For
six years he was proved right, but in 1994, the day after the
anniversary of the Nobel Prize, Mahfouz was stabbed as he
boarded afriend’scartogoto his usual Fridayliterary evening.
Sixteen men were tried for their alleged partin the attempt on
his life and thirteen of them were found guilty. They had,
however pleaded not guilty, and it was claimed by their
supporters that the attack had been organized by the Egyptian
secret services, with the aim of discrediting Islamic activists.
According to the prosecution, they confessed under interro-
gation that they were trying to execute Sheikh Omar’s ‘fatwa’.

TheNobel Prize and the subsequent events made the novel
asubject of morbid interest for journalists, and of speculation
for unscrupulous publishers who had never shown any con-
cernfor Arabic literature, butwho werereadyto sensationalize
what is essentially a serious book for commercial gain. In
particular, much was made, even by academics who should
have known better, of the supposed similarity between Chal-
dren of Gebelaawi and The Satanic Verses, and of the ‘fatwa’
supposedly pronounced by Sheikh Omar.

This so-called fatwa is widely assumed to be real. However,
we have Sheikh Omar’s own authority for the fact that he did
not pronounce a fatwa. Interviewed in his New York prison by
Mary Anne Weaver (The New Yorker, 30th January 1995), he
reacted indignantly when she putit to him that:

‘Ithasbeenreported thatyouissued a fatwaagainst Mahfouz,
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by declaring him an apostate.’

‘No, no, no,” he replied, and his voice began to rise. ‘This
whole matter is so misunderstood. What I said — and this was
when ‘The Satanic Verses’ — was making headlines — was, if
we had punished Naguib Mahfouz for what he wrote in
‘Children of Gebelaawi’, then Salman Rushdie never would
have dared to write that book. This was a reply to a question
asked by a journalist. It was a reply, an opinion. It was not a
Sfatwa’

‘How should he have been punished?’

‘You've got to understand the rule of sharia law. Al-Azhar
should have brought Mahfouz before a committee where he
would have been judged. He would have been given an
opportunity to defend himself, and, if found guilty, he would
have been given an opportunity to repent.’

[Italics in the original.]

Therewas no apostasy trial, noformalchargeswere brought,
and Mahfouz never off ered any coherent defence of his novel.
Readers must make up their own minds whetherwhathewrote
was -or was intended to be — anti-religious or anti-Islamic.
Three main complaints were made in 1959 against the work:
that in general the allegorical treatment of the lives of the
prophets in modern dress wasirreverent, that in particular the
treatment of the character who relives the life of Muhammad,
the Seal of the Prophets, was unworthy of him, and above all
thatthedeath of the patriarchal figure Gebelaawi signified the
‘death of God’. A fourth charge, evenmoreserious,wasadded
retrospectively: that Mahfouz had written an ‘anti-Koran’, as
indicated by the fact that the number of its chapters, 114, was
the same as that of the suras of the Holy Koran. Mahfouz
vigorously rejected all four charges, maintaining that hisnovel
was ‘a deeply religious work’.

The last charge is the most easily dealt with, for it does not
bear examination and cannot be made without malice; the

X



Introduction

novel bears no resemblance to the Holy Book, apart from the
coincident numbering of the last subdivision. When I putitto
Mahfouz in 1962, his first reaction was ‘ a'udhu billah — God
forbid!’. His longer reply was: firstly that, including the Pro-
logue, the novel has 115 chapters; secondly that he numbered
the chapters consecutively all the way through only after he
had finished writing the five constituent parts; finally that a
chapter is not at all the same as a sura. The most cursory
inspection of the Holy Koran will confirm this last point; the
suras into which it is organized vary in length between three
veryshortverses and nearly three hundred verylong ones, and
the longer suras could easily be subdivided — asindeed they
are in some translations. In any case Muslims do not usually
refer to the suras by their numbers but by their names.

As regards comparison between the prophets and normal
human beings, this is refused by manyreligious people. Simi-
lar objections were raised by some Christians to Kazanzakis’
novel Christ Recrucified. At the root of such criticism lies a fear
of accepting the humanity of the prophets; if we imagine them
dressed like us, eating like us, walking about ordinary streets,
talking about ordinary subjects, is there not a danger that we
shall decide that they were after all not such special people? A
contrary view is that unless we see the prophets as flesh-and-
blood human beings in the real world, their message will seem
nottoapplytonormal menand women. Defenders of Mahfouz
can find supportin the HolyKoranitself, which describes the
enemies of Islam as asking: ‘What is it with this “apostle” who
eats food and goes in the markets?’ (25:7). In any case,
Mahfouz was not writing biographies of the prophets; his
concern was onlyto throw light on certain aspects of their lives
and missions. Even if he showed occasional lapses of taste or
judgement, it is hard (o believe that he intended disrespect to
his heroes.

The portrayal of Qaasim, whose role recalls that of the
Prophet Muharnmad, was singled out for special criticism,
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partly because he was thought to be made less attractive than
Rifaa, whorelives the life of Jesus, partly because he wasshown
— unlike Rifaa — as smoking hashish, and partly because his
workissosoonundone. Itis true that Qaasim isa more abrasive
character than Rifaa, but he is a man of action while the latter
is a dreamer. Hashish is introduced simply to symbolize the
fact that he is a companionable man, at ease in the society of
ordinary people, unlike the introverted Rifaa. There is of
course no implication that the Prophet Muhammad indulged
in any such way; Qaasim is a Nineteenth Century Cairene, not
aSeventh Century Meccan. Asfor the swiftundoingof Qaasim’s
work, it hasalways been theview of Muslims that Islamic society
has repeatedly failed to live up to the Prophet’s standards.
Calls for areturn to the purity of early Islam areindeed at the
heart of movements of renewal. The failures of his successors
do not diminish the towering status of Qaasim.

As regards the ‘death of God’, this meaning can be ex-
tracted from the novel only if Gebelaawi is equated with God.
Marxist readers in 1959 were quick to make this equation,
claiming that Mahfouzwasdepicting scientific socialism as the
religion of the future. The Nobel Prize committee itself made
this mistake in its press release, referring to ‘the primeval
father Gebelaawi’s (God’s) death’. Mahfouz however consis-
tently refused this interpretation. For him Gebelaawi repre-
sented not the eternal and transcendent One but, as he told
me in 1962, ‘a certain idea of God that men have made’: the
man-like god of infantile religion, made in the image of man,
the ‘old guyin the sky’ who hasfriends and enemies, is pleased
or angry, makes decisions and changes his mind...

There is a long and honorable tradition in Islam of oppo-
sition to anthropomorphic ideas of God, going back to the
Mu'tazila and beyond. This school of theology, which pre-
dominated through most of the second and third Muslim
centuries, has influenced many of the greatest Muslim think-
ers, including the Egyptian architect of the Islamic renais-
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sance, Muhammad Abduh (1849-1905). Mahfouz maybe seen
asaninheritor of Mu’tazilite philosophy, the essence of which
is ‘altawhid — affirmation of Divine Unity’, rejecting any
comparison between God and created things. It finds confir-
mationin the Holy Koran, which clearly warns against beliefin
a man-like god, and indeed makes it absolutely clear that no
human figure could ever stand for God. Sura 112, said by the
Prophet Muhammad to be equal in value to a third of the
Koran, spells it out with wonderful economy:

In the name of God, the Beneficent, the Merciful,
Say: ‘He is God, One,

God the Eternal;

He begets not, nor is begotten,

And no one and nothing is like Him.’

The great adversary of the Mu’tazila in the Third Century
of Islam was Ahmad ibn Hanbal, who said that God must in
some mysterious sense have hands and eyes and sit on a
throne, since the Holy Koran says so. The argument was
eventually resolved by orthodoxy with the formula that God
has such attributes but ‘without our knowing how (&ila kayf)’.
In the end Ibn Hanbal’s legacy turned out to be not so
different from that of the Mu’tazila; the movement that looks
back to him as its inspiration, the Wahhabis of Saudi Arabia,
call themselves ‘al-Muwahhidin — the affirmers of Divine
Unity’, and they are the fiercest of all opponents of anything
that could be called idolatry.

The anthropomorphic god is seen as endangering reli-
gion, for like an idol he takes the place of the true God. His
removal is necessary if we are to discover the Eternal. By
revealing a self-organising universe of myriads of galaxies,
billions of years old, in which there is no place for a man-like
god, modern science may be said to have cleared the way for
true religion. However, many people have taken the meta-
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phorsofreligionliterallyand have notfound the transcendent
Being behind the anthropomorphic language; Gebelaawi’s
deathleavesagreatvoid. Thisisseenatonce by Arafa, the hero
who has caused the old man’s death. He makes it his mission
to ‘bring Gebelaawi back to life’, not as an external agent but
as a transcendent reality in the heart of each person.

If Gebelaawi does not represent the true God, one may ask
whether anything in the novel does. When I put this question
to Mahfouz, he said: ‘Nothing can represent God. God is not
like anything else. God is gigantic.’ It would be hard to give a
more impeccably Islamic reply.

There is nevertheless one elementin the novel that seems
topointtothe Eternal, withoutrepresentingit: theskyand the
heavenly bodies are mentioned in almost every chapter, even
though so much of the action takes place in poky rooms,
shadowy courtyards or narrow alleys. The heroes in particular
frequentlygaze up at the sky, Adham through thefoliage of the
treesin hisfather’s garden, Humaam, Gebel,Rifaaand Qaasim
as they muse in the desert, and Arafa at night in the garden or
on the roof of his house. I asked Mahfouz what this signified
and he said: ‘the greatness of the cosmos, which is the great-
ness of us, since we are part of the cosmos.’

However, Mahfouz was writing fiction, not theology, and
this prevented him from spelling out clearly how he saw the
true religion that is threatened by worship of the anthropo-
morphic god, so the field has been left open to his critics. The
author’s view is nevertheless clearly Islamic in many respects.
Firstly there is the very rejection of anthropomorphism, a
rejection that is peculiar to Islam and Judaism, since all other
theistic religions believe in incarnation. Then there is the
choice of subjects: Adam, Moses, Jesusand Muhammad — the
supreme prophets of Islam — with no sign of, say, Krishna or
Buddha. Of these the greatest by far is Qaasim/Muhammad,
whose reign is a period of peace and happiness unparalleled
before or since. As for Rifaa/Jesus, Mahfouz has the common
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Muslim difficulty in seeing him as other than a lovable but
finally a defeated figure. Islamic too is Mahfouz’s amalgam-
ation of religious and social concerns.

The whole ethical framework of the novelis deeply Islamic.
In Egypt, as in most of the Muslim world, the head of a family
is expected to treat his children equally, making it easy for
brothers to stick together and in due course in many cases to
marry their daughters to each other’ssons, creating a coopera-
tive society of cousins. There is no place in Islam for the
unequal treatment of brothers that is so prominent in the
Bible, with the consequent conflicts between Cain and Abel,
Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau... and ultimately between
Jews, Christians and Muslims. It is against this background that
one should see Gebelaawi’s repeated favouritism and the
restoration of justice between cousins that Qaasim alone is
able to achieve.

The last chapter of the book mayseem to pose problems for
the above interpretation. Writing in the 1950s, the era of Ho
Chi Minh, Fidel Castro and the Algerian maquis, was Mahfouz
prophesying a world revolution? His Marxist readers thought
so, and many Muslim critics shared their view. The ending of
his later novel, ‘The Epic of the Have-nots’ (malhamat al-
harafish) may seem to confirm it. However, this is hard to
square with the ‘Animal-Farm’ theme that runs through the
rest of the book, and the repeated observation that violence
produces no lasting solution. It seems more plausible that
Mahfouz was pointing forward to a spiritual revolution.

Clues to all this may be found in G B Shaw’s Back to
Methuselah, which Mahfouz mentioned to me in 1962 as having
particularly influenced him. It is the one Western book that
can be suspected of having contributed to the genesis of
Children of Gebelaauwr. The play itselfbears certainresemblances
to the novel; it Loo is a history of humankind in five parts,
beginning with Adam and Eve and reaching into the future,
and it too has longevity asa prominent theme. It ends not with
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proletarian victory in a Marxian class war, but with a world in
which humans have evolved beyond their preoccupation with
wealth, power and sensual pleasure and spend their lives in
mystical contemplation.

Shaw’s introduction is equally relevant. In it he explains
thathe haswrittentorescue truereligion fromtheloss of faith
caused by Darwinism. Mahfouz himself had undergone a
religious crisis on reading Darwin, as described in the autobio-
graphical portrait of Kemal in Palace of Desire, and Shaw’sideas
must have seemed personally addressed to him. Shaw con-
tends thatitis only the anthropomorphic God, William Blake’s
‘Nobodaddy’, who has been killed off by Darwin, leaving the
way clear for faith in the Creative Power that presides over an
evolving universe.

For Western readers unfamiliar with the rest of Mahfouz’s
work, there is another way in which this book may be misun-
derstood. It seems to be a work of great naivety, its characters
drawn in black and white and with little psychological depth,
its narrative hurryingalong from event to melodramatic event,
its language stripped down to a simplicity devoid of all preten-
sion. This however is deliberate self-limitation by an author
whose earlier work, particularly the Catro Trilogy, had shown
him to be a master of deep and subtle analysis. Mahfouzis here
evoking the style and conventions of the folk-epics chanted
until the advent of radio by the bards of Cairo’s cafes.

Closer inspection reveals in fact that the book is not by any
means as naiveas it seems at first sight. In particular, ageneral
atmosphere of tentativeness is created by the way that events
are recounted at several removes from their occurrence. The
author puts the stories into the mouth of a narrator who
derives them from bards who learnt them from a succession of
earlier bards whose sources are obscure. Mahfouz once re-
marked that in this work, unlike Swift who in Gulliver’s Travels
‘made acritique of reality by meansof myth’, he had ‘subjected
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myth to the critique ol reality’. But because the reality that he
uses is seen through so many veils, the critique is often very
subtle, and the reader must frequently ask what Mahfouz
himsell thinks or intends, as opposed to what is said.

Not only does the book need Lo be seen in the context of
Mahfouz’s work as awhole; it also provides an essential clue to
an understanding of the rest, [or it marks the turning point
between the copious early novels with their lovingly detailed
description of ordinary reality, and the spare later novellas
with their exploration of inner experience and their fascina-
tion with Sufism. It was written in 1958 a[ter six years o[ silence
following the Young Officers’ Revolution of 1952 — six years
that had seen his marriage, his move from his mother’s home
toa houseboat on the Nile, the birth of his elder daughter, the
diagnosis of his diabetes, the beginning of therapeutic sum-
mers in Alexandria, the award to him of the State Prize [or
Literature and his transfer from the Ministry of Religious
Trusts to the Ministry of Culture. Its completion was followed
by a further two years of silence. The book cannot be seen as
merely transitional; rather, it makes up byitsellawhole period
in the author’s work, reflecting an exceptionally eventful
chapter in his life.

This biographical background suggests a deeper level of
symbolism in the book. It can be read not just as a veiled
accountof the prophets, but also asan allegory o[ the interior
life of a man, with the various characters representing differ-
ent facets of his personality, their successes and failures his
internal conlflicts. It ends with the search for the truth and
hope hidden in a garbage heap — symbolizing the spiritual
quest for the eternal amid the vanities of worldly existence.
Mahfouztold me: ‘When I finishedit, I feltthatI had found my
faith.’

As if its other difficulties were not enough, Children of
Gebelaawi is unusual among modern novels in that it poses
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textual problems. The version published in Beirut in 1967
(hereafter referred to as B) differsat many points from the first
version, published in the newspaper Al-Ahram (hereafter re-
ferred to as A). I have counted 961 discrepancies between the
two texts, (not including the thousands of differences in
punctuation). They involve 1241 Arabic words, including 129
removed by the editors of Bin avain attempt to avoid offence.
A couple of hundred of the discrepancies are attributable to
an obvious mistake in one text or the other, Abeing marginally
the less inaccurate, but otherwise choice between the alterna-
tives is a matter of taste. In some two hundred cases the
difference is significantevenin translation, affecting who does
what, with what or to whom.

Mahfouz told me in 1962 that his manuscript had not come
back from Al-Ahram and that he feared it was lost. He later
informed me that he had not approved the Lebanese publica-
tion and had not participated in its production. From thisone
might conclude that B had been typeset from A and had no
value as an independent witness to the author’s original
intentions. However, careful comparison of the two texts
suggests that Bwas almost certainly based on the manuscript,
for in 75 places it adds a word or phrase missing from A —a
total of 145 words which no typesetter could have felt the need
to invent. In 54 places, A supplies a word or phrase missing
from B, a total of 188 words, so both texts are indispensable.

One day there may be a critical edition of the Arabic.
However, unless and until the original manuscript resurfaces,
the author’s exact intentions will have to be deduced from
comparison of Aand B. In the meantime, thisrevised English
edition can claim to be the onlyversion in any language to take
full account of both the original sources.

The translation here offered is aimed at the general reader
with no prior knowledge of the Arab world; no words have
been used that cannot be found in a good English dictionary.
Afew words need a little explanation. “Trust’ has been used to
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translate waqf, the technical term for property held in trust
under Islamic law to provide an income in perpetuity either
for an institution, such as a mosque or school, or, as in this
novel, for the descendants of a particular family. The rationale
for such a trust is that it avoids the division of the property
between various heirs, which would otherwise be required by
Islamic law. Mahfouz worked for many years as a civil servant
in the Ministry for Religious Trusts.

The key term futuwwa is translated as ‘strongman’. Its
original meaning is ‘young-manliness’, from the word fataq,
‘young man’. In the middle ages it became the name of
something between a guild and an order of chivalry, but by
modern times this had degenerated and most strongmen had
become the protection-racketeers met with in Mahfouz's work.
Itis important, however, not to use a word such as ‘gangster’,
which necessarily implies someone bad, because ambiguity is
needed, especiallywhenthe term is applied to Gebelaawi and
Qaasim.

Harais translated as ‘alley’, and it is worth insisting on the
fact that this is correct. Several learned critics have imagined
that it means ‘quarter’ or ‘district’, and one has even claimed
that it is the whole of the old city. Any attentive reader will
agreethatinthisbook ‘alley’ isright; itis asingle thoroughfare
(chapter 67), short enough for someone at one end to follow
what goes on at the other (chapter 104), and narrow enough
for conversation to take placeacross it (chapter 97). Its people
live in appartments opening on to the stairways to the central
courtyards of tenement-houses. These form two facing ter-
races, and their flat roofs provide alternative routes from one
end of the Alley to the other (chapters 33, 60, 83).

The hookah that the men of the Alley use for smoking
hashish is not the heavy narghile, which stands on the floor or
on a table, and which is smoked through a flexible tube. It is
a smaller version, in Egyptian Arabic the goza, ‘coconut’, from
the shape of the brass reservoir that is held in the hand of the
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smoker. A vertical stem carries the smoke from the clay bowl,
on which the drug is placed with glowing charcoals, down to
the bottom of the water in the reservoir, and a bamboo pipe
draws the smoke up to the smoker’s lips.

I have taken slight liberties with some of the foods and
drinks, replacing them with the nearest equivalent familiar
outside the Arab world. Buza is translated as ‘ale’; it is an
illegally brewed drink, based on stale bread soaked in water.

Proper names have presented the most difficult problem,
and several solutions have been adopted side by side. Place
names have been given astandard guidebook spelling, except
that the jebel of Jebel Muqattam has been speltwitha Jin order
to retain the form familiar in English. Jebel, usually translated
‘mountain’, is such an important word in the book that the
Arabic form has been preferred; ‘mountain’ in any case has
the wrong associations [or readers from more humid coun-
tries; besides, Jebel Muqgattam rises only a few hundred feet
above the level of Cairo.

Given names have usually been transliterated, using a
system thatreflects standard Arabic pronunciation. Most read-
erswill not want to be bothered with the fact that in Cairo Jand
Qarereplaced by G and the glottal stop. ] can be pronounced
asin‘jam’and Qasathroatyvariety of K. Mostlongvowels have
been represented by doubled letters: AA as in ‘bazaar’, EE as
in ‘beet’, OO as in ‘boot’. Departures from the strict system
have been allowed in a number of cases. In particular, G
replaces] in the names Gebel and Gebelaawi, in order to avoid
confusion in the many puns on Gebel and the Jebel. Narjis has
been spelt Narciss to recall the corresponding flower name.

Most nicknames have been translated, with a great deal of
freedom. They constitute almost the only comic elementin an
otherwise serious book (though it is often sinister comedy),
and to fail to translate them would be a loss for the reader,
besides depriving the translator ofarare opportunity forsome
amusement. Note that the spelling of ‘Bullrush’ is deliberate;
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Introduction

the Arabic has the meaning of impetuosity as well as a botani-
cal sense. The name ‘Omnibus’ is particularly interesting; the
obsolete colloquial word ‘Swaars' is from Herr Schwartz, who
gave his name to the horse-drawn omnibus service that he
established in Cairo in the mid-Nineteenth Century.

The most difficult problem is posed by the names of the
main heroes and heroines, all of which have meanings and
overtones. It would be possible to translate them, in the style
of Pilgrim’s Progress, but all semblance of realism would be lost.
The solution adopted has been where possible to supply
nicknames, sparingly used usually by an enemy or a neutral
figure: ‘Blacky’ Adham,; ‘Little Mother’ Umayma; ‘Master Up-
in-the-Air' Rifaa; ‘Mr Know-All’ Arafa; ‘Passion-Flower’ Awaatif.
Others have defeated me: Hlumaam (noble); Qadri (fateful);
Qaasim (distributor, alotter of fates, decider), which also
echoes the parenting-name of the Prophet Muhammad, Abu
Qaasim, after his deceased infantson Qaasim;Qamar (‘moon’);
Badria (from badr, ‘full moon’ and name of the first victory of
the Muslims over the polytheists). Idrees rhymes with Iblees
(Diabolus), the Islamic name of the Fallen Angel Lucifer, and
Qindeel with Jibreel (Gabriel), the name of the archangel who
transmitted the Holy Koran.

I have retained the ‘continental’ punctuation of dialogue
favoured by Mahfouz (and before him by English-speaking
writers such as James Joyce). It makes clear on the page the
structure and dramatic vividness of the dialogue, and it does
away with the usual sandstorm of inverted commas.
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From the Beirut edition, published by Dar al
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PROLOGUE

This is the story of our Alley, or rather these are its stories.
I have witnessed only the most recent events, which have
happened in my own lifetime, but I have recorded everything
asitis related by our numerous bards. Everyone in our Alley
tells these tales, just as they have been heard in the local cafe
or handed down in the family, and such have been my only
sources. There are so many occasions that call for the stories
to be told. Whenever people suffer trouble or oppression or
injustice, they pointto the Great House atthe head of the Alley
where it meets the desert, and say sadly: ‘There stands our
Ancestor’s house. We are all his children and we allhave aright
to his Trust. Why should we be hungry and wretched?’ Then
they start telling the stories of the glorious sons of our Alley:
Adham, Gebel, Rifaa and Qaasim.

This Ancestor of ours is a riddle. He lived so much longer
than a human being can hope for or even conceive that he
became proverbial. He had been shut away in his house long
ago because of his age, and since then no one had seen him at
all. The legend of his isolation and longevity defies under-
standing, and imagination or wishful thinking no doubthelped
it to grow. Be that as it may, he was called Gebelaawi or ‘Old
Manofthe Jebel’,and our Alleyis named after him. He was the
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Children of Gebelaaun

Founder of its Trust Fund and the master of all that stood on
its soil and of all the property around the nearby desert.

I once heard a man say of him: ‘From him came our Alley,
from which came Cairo, mother of the world. He lived here
alone when it was a desolate wasteland and mastered it by the
strength of his arm and by his standing with the Governor.
Time will not bring another like him. He was a strongman so
tough that wild animals cringe at the mention of him.’ I heard
someone else say of him: ‘He was truly a strongman, but not
like the others. He never extorted protection money from
anyone, nor did he strut about the world proudly, and he was
merciful to the weak.” Then came a time when a few people
spoke of him in ways unworthy of his power and position; such
is the way of the world.

I myself have always found conversation about him fascinat-
ing, never dull. How often it has made me walk round the
Great House in the hope of catching a glimpse of him, but
always invain! Howoften I have stood in frontof the huge gate,
gazing at the stuffed crocodile mounted overit! How often I
have sat in Muqattam Desert, not far from the greatwall, able
tosee only the tops of the mulberry and fig and palm trees that
screen the house, and a few shuttered windows that show no
sign of life!

Was it not sad to have such an ancestor without our ever
seeing him, nor he us? Was it not strange that he should be
hidden away in this great, locked house, while we lived in the
dust? If you ask what brought us all to such a pass you will at
once hear the stories of Adham, Gebel, Rifaa and Qaasim. You
willlearn nothing to comfort your heart or ease your mind. As
I have said, no one saw our Ancestor after his withdrawal, but
that did not matter at all to most people. From the beginning
they were interested only in his Trust and in the famous Ten
Clauses, about which so much has beensaid. This is the source
ofthe conflictthat has been raging eversince Iwas born, which
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has grown more dangerous with every generation up till this
one — and the next.

I do not want any sarcastic comment when I point out that
our people have always been one family, into which no out-
sider has married. Everyone knows everyone, both men and
women,yetno alley hasseensuchsavage feudsasours, nor has
conflict divided its people as it has ours. For each person who
tries to do good you will find ten strongmen brandishing their
cudgels and looking for a fight, so people are accustomed to
buying security with protection money and peace with submis-
sion and degradation. They are severely punished for the
slightest wrong word or deed, or even for looking as if they
think the wrong thoughts.

Theamazing thing s that people in heighboring parts, such
as Otouf, Kafr el-Zaghari, Derrasa and Husseinia, envyus and
talk of ours as an invincible alley with an inexhaustible Trust
and unbeatable strongmen. This is allverywell, but they do not
realize thatwe are as poor as beggars, that we live amidst filth
and flies and lice, that we have to be content with crumbs, and
thatwe goabout half naked. Theysee these strongmen of ours
strutting around and are overcome with admiration, forget-
ting that it is on our chests that they strut. Our only consolation
is to look at the Great House and say: ‘There is the home of
Gebelaawi, the Founder of our Trust. He is our Ancestor and
we are all his children.’

I have witnessed the latest period of our history and lived
through the events broughtabout byArafa, aworthyson of the
Alley. Itis thanksto one ol Arafa’s friends that  am writing our
stories. He said to me one day: ‘You are one of the few who can
write. Why not set down the tales of the Alley? Till now they
have been told in any old order, and each bard twists them
according to his whims and prejudices. It would be invaluable
if you wove them reliably into a single complete account for
people to usc. I'll supply you with whatever information and
secrets you don’t know.’
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So I busied myself carrying out this plan, partlybecause I was
satisfied by its soundness and partly out of friendship for the
person who suggested it. I was the first in the Alley to make a
profession of writing, although it earned me a great deal of
scorn and sarcasm. My job is to write down the complaints of
those who are oppressed or in need. Although many unfortu-
nates come to me, my work cannot raise me above the general
level of our beggars; but I have gained a heart-breaking
knowledge of people’s secret sorrows. But steady on! I am not
heretowriteabout myself and my troubles, which are nothing
compared to those of the Alley.

Amazing Alley with your amazing events! How did it all
begin? Whatwasitall about? Who were these sons of our Alley?
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1 * * * * *x * *x * *x * * *x * * * * * * x * *

In the beginning the place of our Alley was wasteland. It was
a fringe of Muqattam Desert, which now lurks on the edge of
our world. Alone stood here the Great House that Gebelaawi
had created as if to defy fear and desolation and banditry. Its
long, high wall enclosed a large area with the three-story
building in the eastern half and the garden to its west.

One day the Founder of the Trust summoned his sons to
attend himin the lower drawingroom, whichopenedontothe
veranda. They all came: Idrees, Abbaas, Radwaan, Jaleel and
Adham, dressed in silk jellabas. They stood in front of him, so
respectfulthatthey hardly daredlookat himdirectly. He made
them sit down on chairs arranged round him. For a while he
fixed them, hawk-like, with his piercing eyes, then stood up,
crossed to the great door to the veranda and stood there
gazing out at the huge garden, crowded with mulberry and fig
and palm trees,up whichweretrainedhenna and jasmine,and
in whose branches singing birds thronged. The garden was
bursting with life and song, but in the room there was silence.

Itseemed to the brothers that the Strongman of the Desert
had forgotten them. With his great height and breadth he
seemed superhuman, a being from another world. They ex-
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changed enquiring glances; this was how he was when he had
made an important decision. They were worried, because he
was as despotic at home as he was outside, and compared to
him they were nothing. He turned towards them without
moving from the spot where he stood, and he spokeinadeep,
raucous voice that filled the great room, with its tapestried
walls.

— I've decided it will be best if somebody else manages the
Trust.

He examined their faces again, but their expressions be-
trayed nothing. Managing the Trust was not a prospect to
please those who loved leisure and freedom and youthful
rowdiness. However that might be, Idrees, the eldest, was the
natural choice for the job; none of them could question that.
Idrees said to himself: ‘What a bore! All those ground-rents
and those dreadful tenants!’

Gebelaawi went on:

— I've chosen your brother Adham to manage the Trust
under my supervision.

Their faces changed at this sudden shock, and they ex-
changed furtive glances of consternation, except for Adham
who looked down in shame and confusion. Gebelaawi turned
his back on them and said impassively:

— That’s why I sent for you.

Idrees felt a burst of rage, as if he were drunk with hostility.
His brothers looked at him miserably. Each of them — except
Adham, of course — hid hisanger over hisown honor, silently
resenting the way that each had been passed over at the same
time as the eldest. ldrees spoke in avoice so calm that it might
have been someone else’s:

— But Father...

His father cut in, spinning round to face them.

— But?!

Theyalllooked down, in case he shouldread their thoughts,
except Idrees, who said with determination:
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— But I'm the eldest.

Gebelaawi said indignantly:

— I’m aware of that; I am your father.

Idrees went on, his anger mounting:

— The eldest has rights that can’t be set aside without good
reason.

Gebelaawi gave him a long look, as if to leave him a chance
to change his mind, then said:

— I assure you I've made my choice for everybody’s good.

This blow exhausted Idrees’s patience. He knew that oppo-
sition enraged his father and that he must expect worse to
come if he persisted, but he was so furious that he did not give
athoughtto the consequences. He strode across to Adham till
he was almost on top of him, puffed himself up like a cock in
full display, to point up the contrast between himself and his
brother in stature and complexion and beauty, and spat out
his words with the violence of a sneeze:

— Me and my full brothers are sons of a real lady, the best
of women. As for this creature, he’s the son of a black slave.

Adham’s brown face paled, but he sat quite still. Gebelaawi
shook his fist and warned:

— Behave yourself, Idrees!

But Idrees was wild with fury. He roared:

— He’s the youngest of us, too; give me one reason why you
should prefer him to me, or is this the age of servants and
slaves?

— Hold your tongue, you idiot, for your own sake!

— I'd rather die than be humiliated.

Radwaan looked up and said very gently:

— We're all your sons, and we have aright to be upset if we
lose your favor. You have the last word in any case. We just want
to know the reason.

Gebelaawi turned to Radwaan, keeping calm for some
reason of his own, and said:

— Adham is familiar with the tenants and knows most of
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them by name. He’s also learnt writing and arithmetic.

Idrees and his brothers were amazed by their father’swords.
Since when had knowing the masses been a distinction for
which a man was preferred? And going to school — was that
too a distinction? Would Adham’s mother have sent him to
schoolif she had not despaired of him succeeding in theworld
of strongmen? Idrees asked bitterly:

— Are those the reasons for humiliating me?

Gebelaawi waved this aside angrily.

— It’s my decision, all you have to do is to hear and obey.
(He turned sharply towards Idrees’s brothers.) What do you
say?

Abbaas could not bear his father’s gaze; he spoke thickly:

— I hear and obey.

Jaleel said hastily, looking away:

— It’s your decision, Father.

Radwaan swallowed hard and said:

— At your service!

Idrees’s angry laugh twisted his face horribly. He thun-
dered:

— Cowards! AllI could expect of youwasa miserable def eat.
Because of your cowardice, this son of a black slave will push
you around.

Gebelaawi thundered:

— Idrees!

But Idrees was out of his mind and shouted:

— What sort of a father are you? You were born a bullying
strongman,and allyou knowis howtobe abullying strongman.
You deal with us, your sons, the same wayas with allyour other
victims.

Gebelaawi took two ponderous steps forward and said
quietly, his contorted features warning of the worst:

— Hold your tongue!

But Idrees went on shouting:

— You're not going to frighten me; you know I can’t be
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frightened. And if you want to raise that son of a slave above
me, I shan’t give you any sweet nonsense about hearing and
obeying.

— Don’t you know what impudence leads to, you damned
idiot?

— The real damned idiot is that son of a slave.

The father’s voice grew louder and more rasping.

— She’s my wife, you fool. Now behave yourself or I'll floor
you.

The other brothers were terrified, Adham as much as any of
them, for they knew the violence of their despotic father. But
Idrees thought no more of danger than would a madman
plunging into a raging [ire. He shouted:

—You hate me. I didn’trealizeit, but there’s no doubt that
you hate me. Perhaps it was that slave girl who made you hate
us; you're master of the desert, Founder of the Trust, the
dreaded strongman, but a slave girl can play with you. Tomor-
row people will be saying all sorts of amazing things about you,
lord of the desert!

— I'told you to hold your tongue, damn you!

— Don’t insult me for blacky Adham’s sake; even the rocks
will protest against that and curse him. Your crazy decision is
going to make us the laughing-stock of all the neighborhood.

Gebelaawi shouted in a voice so loud that it was heard all
over the garden and in the women’s quarters:

— Get out of my sight!

— This is my home and my mother’s home, and she is its
true mistress.

— You shan’t be seen here again — ever.

His great face darkened like the Nile in flood, and he moved
forward, stately as a ship, clenching a fist of granite. They all
knew Idrees was [inished. It would be just one more of the
tragedies that the house had witnessed silently. How manyfine
ladies had been turned by a single word into miserable beg-
gars! How many men had reeled out after long service, carry-
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ing on their bare backs the weals made by leaded whips,
bleeding from nose and mouth! The respect that protects
everyone when all is well avails no one, however important,
when tempersare lost. And sotheywereall certain the end had
come for Idrees — of all people, the eldest, his father’s equal
in strength and good looks! Gebelaawi took two more steps
towards him, saying:

— You are not my son and I am not your father. This is not
your home, and you have here no mother, no brothersand no
servants. In front of you is the wide world. Go, with my anger
and my curse! Time will teach you your true importance as you
wander aimlessly, stripped of my love and my care.

Idrees stamped his foot on the Persian carpet:

— This is my home, and I'm not leaving it.

His father was upon him before he could defend himself
and seized his shoulder in an iron grip. He forced Idrees
backwards, stumbling, through the door on to the veranda
and down the steps, then hustled him along the path, roofed
over withroses, henna and jasmine, to the great gate. He thrust
him out, locked the gate and roared in a voice that reached
everyone in the house:

— Death to any man who helps him or allows him to come
back! (Then, raising his eyes to the shuttered windows of the
women’s quarters:) Immediate divorce for any woman who
helps him!

2**********************

From that sad day on, Adham went every morning to work
in the Trust office, in the garden-house to the right of the gate
of the Great House. He worked hard, collecting the rents for
the holdings, paying out to beneficiaries and presenting the
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accounts to his father. In his dealings with the tenants he
showed discretion and tact, and they liked him although they
were notoriously rude and quarrelsome.

The Clauses according to which the Trust was run were a
secret known onlyto his father. By choosing Adham to manage
it, Gebelaawi aroused the fear that he was preparing to prefer
him in his will. In fact he had never before shown any favorit-
ism between his sons. The brothers had lived in peace and
harmony thanks to their father’s fairness and their respect for
him. Even Idrees, in spite of his strength and beauty and his
occasional excesses, had never been unpleasant to any of his
brothers before that day. He was a generous, good-tempered
fellow, loved and admired.

The four older brothers may perhaps have had a secret
sense of thedistancebetween themselves and their half brother
Adham, but none ofthem showed it, and there had never been
any hint of insulting words or behavior on their part. Adham
may have felt this distance more than they, and may have
compared their light complexion with his, which was dark,
their strength with his weakness, or the nobility of their
mother with the lowliness of his. He may have suffered on
account of this some sorrow, some inward pain. But the
atmosphere of the house, sweetened by aromatic herbs, sub-
missive to the father’s power and wisdom, had not allowed him
to have any persistent [eeling of unhappiness, and he had
grown up pure in heart and mind.

Adham said to his mother before he first went to the Trust
office:

— Give meyour blessing, Mother. Thisworkis just a difficult
test for you and me.

She replied humbly:

— May success go with you, my child; you’re agood son, and
good people succeed in the end.

SoAdhamwenttothegarden house, followed bymanypairs
of eyes on theveranda, in the garden and behind the windows.
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He sat down on the Trustee’s seat and began his work. His was
the most responsible position held by anyone in that desert
area between Jebel Muqgattam in the east and Old Cairo in the
west. Adham made reliability his motto, and wrote down every
millieme in the ledger for the first time in the history of the
Trust. He used to give his brothers their allowances with a tact
that made them forget their resentment. Then he would take
his father the money he had collected.

One day his father asked him:

— Adham, how do you find the work?

— As long as you entrust it to me, it will remain the most
important thing in my life.

A smile spread across his father’s broad face, for in spite of
his harsh nature, he was softened by flattery. Adham used to
love beingwith him, and would sit lookingup athim admiringly.
He used to enjoy it when his father told him and his brothers
of the old days and of his youthful adventures as a strongman:
how he had goneround in these parts, brandishing his terrible
cudgel and mastering every spot he trod on.

After Idrees was driven out, Abbaas, Radwaan and Jaleel
kept up their old practice of meeting on theroofofthe house,
eating and drinking and gambling, but Adham only liked
sitting in the garden and playing on his bamboo flute. He
continued this after he took over the affairs of the Trust,
although it no longer filled most of his time. After he had
finished the day’s work he used to spread out a rug beside a
stream, lean his back against the trunk of a palm or fig tree or
lie down beneath acanopy of jasmine, and watch the dovesand
the song birds. Then he would play his flute, imitating their
trilling and twittering and cooing, or he would gaze up through
the branches at the sky.

His brother Radwaan once came upon him when he was
lying there like this, eyed him scornfully and said:

— What awasteoftime, all those hoursyou spend managing
the Trust!
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Adham smiled.

— IfIwasn’tafraid of annoying myfather Imight complain.

— We can thank God for our leisure.

Adham said candidly:

— I'hope you enjoy it.

Radwaan smiled to hide his annoyance and said:

— Wouldn’t you love to be like us again?

— I prefer being in the garden with my flute.

Radwaan said bitterly:

— Idrees would have loved to work.

Adham looked down.

— Idrees had no time for work; it was for other reasons that
hewas furious. As for real happiness, you find that here in the
garden.

When Radwaan had gone, Adham said to himself: ‘The
garden, with its song birds, the flowing water and the sky
casting its spell on me — that's the real life. Butit’s as if  was
looking for something. What can it be? The bamboo flute
almost tells me sometimes; but I still don’t know the answer. If
only the birds spoke my language, they would surely tell me.
And the stars too must have something to say. As for collecting
the rent, it clashes with the music.’

Adham stood one day looking at his shadow on the path by
the roses when suddenly another shadow grew out of the side
of his own, announcing that someone had come round the
corner behind him. He turned and saw a brown girl about to
retreaton discovering him. He signalled her to stop, which she
did. He took a good look at her, then asked gently:

— Who are you?

She answered hesitantly:

— Umayma.

Heremembered the name; she wasaservant, arelative of his
mother’s, who must have been just like this before she mar-
ried. He felt a desire to talk to her and asked:
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— What has brought you to the garden?

Her eyelids dropped as she replied:

— I thought it was empty.

— But you're not allowed.

Her voice was almost inaudible:

— I've done wrong, sir.

She retreated round the corner. Then he heard her run-
ning away. He murmured with feeling: *You lovelygirl!’ He felt
that he had never been more truly one of the creatures of the
garden than he was now, and that the roses, the jasmine, the
carnations, the song birds, the doves and he himselfwere part
of one great melody. He said to himself: ‘Umayma is lovely —
even her thick lips. All my brothers are married, except proud
Idrees. She is the same color as me, and how beautiful it was to
see her shadow grow out of mine, as if she was part of my body
with its confusion of desires. My father will not disapprove of
my choice, or how could he have married my mother?’
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Adham went back to work still enraptured by a beauty as
precious as perfume. He tried hard to concentrate on the day’s
accounts, but all he could see was the image of the brown girl.
It was not surprising that he had not seen her before, as the
women’s quarters in this house were like a man’s heart, of
whose existence he knows and by virtue of which he lives but
which he never sees. Adham gave himself over completely to
rosydaydreams, till he was wrenched out of thembyathunder-
ous voice so loud that it seemed to be coming from the garden
house itself.

— Here I am in the desert, Gebelaawi, cursing everybody.
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Damn all your men and your women! I defy anybody to
disapprove my words. Do you hear me, Gebelaawi?

Adham shouted ‘Idrees!” and shot out into the garden.
Radwaan was coming towards him, looking distraught, and
burst out:

— Idrees is drunk. I saw him from the window, staggering
about. What further scandals can fate have in store for our
family?

Adham closed his eyes with pain:

— It breaks my heart, Radwaan.

— What'’s to be done? Disaster threatens.

— Don’t you think we should talk to our father about it?

Radwaan frowned.

— Your father never changes his mind. Idrees’s present
state would only anger him even more.

Adham groaned.

— As if we hadn’t already had enough trouble!

— Yes! The women are crying in their quarters. Abbaas and
Jaleel are so upset that they've shut themselves away. Our
father’s alone in his room and nobody dares go near him.

Adham asked anxiously, feeling that the circumstances
were pushing him into a tight corner:

— Don’tyou think we should do something?

— Of course, we all want peace, but the surest way to lose it
is to want it at any price. I'm risking nothing, not even if the
heavens fall. As for the [amily’s good name, Idrees is already
dragging it in the dust.

Adham asked himsecll: ‘Then why did you come to me?’
Overnight he had been wrned into a bird of ill omen. He
moaned:

— I'm innocentin all this, but I shan’t enjoy life any more
if I say nothing.

Radwaan said as he was about to go:

— There are plenty of reasons why you should do some-
thing.
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He left Adham on his own with the phrase echoing in his
ears: ‘Thereare plentyofreasons...’ Yes. The blame fell on him
though he was innocent. Whenever people were sorry for
Idrees, they cursed Adham. He went to the gate, opened it
quietly, and slipped out. He saw Idrees not far off, reeling
round in circles and rolling his eyes. His hair was tangled, and
the front of his jellaba was open showing his hairy chest. When
his eye fellon Adham he sprangtotheattack, likea cat thathas
sighted a mouse; but drink had weakened him and he bent
down, filled his hand with soil and threw it at Adham, hitting
him on the chest and dirtying his coat. Adham called gently to
him:

— Brother!

Idrees raved as he swayed.

— Shut up, you dog, you son of a bitch! You're not my
brother, and your [ather’s not my father, and I'm going to
bring down this house over your heads.

Adham said with sincere affection:

— You are the finest and noblest son of this house.

Idrees guffawed mirthlessly and shouted:

— What have you come for, son of a slave girl? Run back to
mummy and take her down to the servants’ quarters!

Adham spoke as warmly as ever:

— Don’tget carried away by anger, and don’t close the door
to your friends.

Idrees shook his fist and said:

— Damned house! Only cowards can be happy in it —
people who accept scraps humbly and worship the one who
humbles them. I'll never return to a house in which you are
master. Tell your father I'm living in the desert he came from,
and that I've become a bandit like he was, and a bad, quarrel-
some crook like he is. Wherever I go, smashing things up,
people point to me and say ‘Gebelaawi’s son’. And so I'll drag
you through the mud, you who thinkyou’re lords whenyou're
really thieves.
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Adham implored him:

— Stop, dear brother! Don’t say things you’ll regret. The
way will not be closed toyou unless you close it with your own
hands. I swear all the good things will come back.

Idrees came one step towards him, as slowly as if he were
walking against a gale:

— What will you swear by, son of a slave?,

Adham looked at him carefully.

— By brotherhood!

— Brotherhood! I'stuffed that downthefirst lavatory I came
across.

— Until now I never heard anything but good from you.

— Your father’s tyranny has taught me to speak the truth.

— I hope nobody sees you in this state.

Idrees let out a drunken laugh.

—Theywill see me in a worse state every day. Shame and evil
and scandal will haunt you because of me. Your father chased
me out shamelessly and he must bear the consequences.

He flung himsellatAdham, whoside-stepped, so that Idrees
almost fell to the ground but managed to catch hold of the
wall. He stood there choking with rage and searching the
ground for stones. Adham retreated quietly to the gate and
went in. His eyes swam with tears. Idrees’s shouts were still
ringing out. Adham happened to turn towards the veranda
and saw his father through the door, crossing the drawing
room. Without knowing why, he went to him, too sad to be
afraid. Gebelaawi looked at him with expressionless eyes. He
was standing, tall and broad-shouldered, in front of a picture
painted on the wall. Adham bowed his head and greeted him.
Gebelaawi probed him with a deep look, then said, in a voice
that pierced him to the heart:

— Explain why you've come.

Adham almost whispered:

— Father, my brother Idrees...

His father cut him short with a voice like iron on flint:
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—Don’t ever mention his name in front of me! Get back to
your work.
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With every day and night that passed in the desert, Idrees
fell deeper into disgrace, adding some new antic to his record.
He would circle round the house, hurling the foulest insults at
it; or he would sit near the gate, as naked as the dayhe wasborn,
pretending to sunbathe and singing the lewdest songs. He
would swagger about the nearby districtswith the haughtiness
of the strongmen, provoking passers-by with offensive stares
and picking a quarrel with anyone who got in his way, while
people whispered to one another, ‘Gebelaawi’s son’. He had
no worries about meals; he would simply grab the food where
he found it, in a restaurant or on a barrow, eat his fill, then go
off without thanks or payment. When he felt like revelling he
wouldgointothefirsttavernhecameacross,andthealewould
come to him till he was drunk. Then his tongue would be
loosened and he would pour forth his family’s secrets, its
unheard of behavior, its idiotic traditions and its despicable
cowardliness, winding up to his rebellion against his father,
thegreatesttyrantin all these parts. Then hewouldstart joking
and laughing helplessly, or singing and dancing. His happi-
ness was complete if the night’s entertainment ended with a
fight. Then off he would go, shouting greetings at everyone.

He became well known everywhere for this way of life, and
people avoided him if they could, but they accepted him like
anatural disaster. The familysuffered pain and sorrow fromall
this. Misery consumed Idrees’s mother and she sickened and
laydying. Gebelaawi cametotake leave of her,and she pointed
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at him an accusing hand, which showed no sign of disease. She
died of griel and resentment, and mourning entangled the
familyinitsnet. The brothers’ evenings on theroofcametoan
end, and Adham’s bamboo [lute was silent in the garden.

One day their [ather burst out again. The victim this time
was a woman. []e raised his great voice to curse a maid called
Narciss,and he chased her out ofthe house. He had learnt that
the girl was pregnant and she was interrogated till she con-
fessed that Idrees had seduced her before his expulsion. So
Narciss left the house, wailing and beating her cheeks, and
wandered about all day long till Idrees came across her. IHe
took her in tow without either welcome or rebuf[, treating her
like an object that might come in useful later.

But there comes a day when every misfortune, however
grave, is accepted. So life began to return to normal in the
Great House, just as pcople return to the homes that an
earthquake forced them to leave. Radwaan and Abbaas and
Jaleel went back to their parties on the roof, while Adham
started to spend his evenings in the garden again, whispering
through his flute. He found that Umayma lit up his thoughts
and warmed his feelings, and the picture of her shadow
embracing his was [irmly printed on his imagination. I1e went
to see his mother in her room, where she was embroidering a
shawl, and he confided in her.

— It's Umayma, mother, your relative.

His mother smiled a pale smile which showed that her
happiness at the news could not overcome the pain of her
illness.

— Yes, Adham, she’s agood girl; she’ll be as good for you as
you’ll be for her. She’ll make you happy, please God!

When she saw the blush of pleasure on his cheeks, she went
on:

— You mustn’t court her yet, my child, or you’ll spoil
everything. I'll speak to your [ather about it, and perhaps I'll
have the joy of sceing your children before I die.
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When Gebelaawi summoned him into his presence, Adham
found him smilingso sweetly that he said to himself: ‘The only
thing equal to my father’s sternness is his kindness.” Then his
father said:

— So you're looking for a wife, Adham; how time flies! This
house despises the poor; but you’re honoring your mother by
choosing Umayma. Perhaps you’ll produce some good chil-
dren. Idrees is lost, and Abbaas and Jaleel are childless, and as
yet none of Radwaan’s children has lived, and all that any of
them hasinherited from me is my pride. So fill the house with
your children; otherwise my life will have been in vain.

Thedistricthad never seen anything like the bridegroom’s
procession of Adham. Even today, the memory of it is still
proverbial in the Alley. That night, lamps were hung from the
branches of the trees and from everywall, so that the house was
a pool of light in the darkness. A marquee was erected on the
roof for the musicians. Food and drink werespread out in the
great drawing room and in the garden and in the wasteland
adjoining the gate.

The procession started out from the far end of Gemalia
soon after midnight. It was joined by everyone who loved or
feared Gebelaawi, till it included the whole district. Adham
strode along in a silk jellaba and a brocaded scarf, between
Abbaasand Jaleel, with Radwaan in front. To the right and left
people carried candles and flowers. In frontwentagreattroop
of singers and dancers. The noise of the singing, of the band,
ofthe greetings shouted out by the admirers of Gebelaawi and
Adham, and of the women's whoops of joys, awakened the
whole district. The procession wound its way from Gemalia
through Otouf and Kafr el-Zaghari and Mabyada. Greetings
were showered on it even by the strongmen. There was much
stick-fencing and dancing, and the taverns handed out free
ale, so that even the urchins got drunk. Hookas were offered
totheguestsin every hashish den, and the airwasfragrantwith
the smell of fine hashish.
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Suddenly Idrees appeared at the end of the road, like a
demon emerging from the darkness. At the corner leading to
the desert he was lit up by the torches at the head of the
procession. The torch-bearers stopped dead and Idrees’s
name was whispered around. The singers caught sight of him,
and fear choked off their song. The dancers saw him and froze
in their tracks. At once the drums fell silent, the pipes died
away, and the laughter ceased. People wondered what to do;
if they yielded to him they would not be safe, but if they
attacked him they would be attacking the son of Gebelaawi.
Idrees brandished his cudgel and shouted:

— Whosc is this procession, you cowardly scum?

Therewas a deathly hush, and all neckswere craned towards
Adham and his brothers. Idrees asked again:

— When did you make friends with the slave girl’s son and
his father?

At that Radwaan took a few steps forward and cried out:

— My brother, you'd better let the procession pass.

Idrees scowled.

— You should be the lasttospeak, Radwaan, you traitorous
brother, you cowardly son, you weakling! You sold honor and
brotherhood for an easy life.

— People aren’t interested in our disagreements.

Idrees guffawed.

— Everybody knows what villains you are; if they weren’t
such utter cowards, you wouldn’t have found a single musician
or singer for your procession.

Radwaan said with determination:

— Your father has entrusted your brother to us; we must
defend him.

Idreces gullawed again, and asked:

— Doyou think you can defend yourself, let alone the slave
girl’s son?

— Where’s your common sense? You'll only get back to the
house by being sensible.
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— You're a liar, and you know it.

—Idon’tblameyouasfarasI’m concerned, but nowletthe
procession pass in peace.

Idrees’s answer was to hurl himself on the procession like a
mad bull. His cudgel began to rise and fall, smashing torches,
bursting drums, scattering flowers. The people panicked and
fled like sand in a gale. Radwaan, Abbaas and Jaleel stood
shoulder toshoulder in front of Adham and the fury of Idrees
grew still greater.

— Cowards! You defend the man you hate for fear of lesing
your food and drink.

He rushed at them, and they retreated, taking his blows on
their sticks without trying to retaliate. Suddenly he threw
himsell between them, forcing his wayto where Adham stood.
The clamor from the windows rose to a peak. Adham shouted
as he got ready to defend himsell:

— Idrees! I'm not your enemy. Come to your senses.

Idrees raised his cudgel. At that moment someone yelled:
‘Gebelaawi!’, and Radwaan shouted to Idrees:

— Your [ather is coming...

Idrees leapt to the side of the road and turned to see
Gebelaawi surrounded by a ring of servants carrying torches.
Idrees gnashed his teeth and shouted as he made off:

— Soon I shall present you with a bastard grandchild to
gladden your eyes.

Then off he went towards Gemalia, into the darkness, while
the people drew back to make way for him. Gebelaawireached
the spot where the brothers stood, and he made a show of
calmness under the stare of thousands of eyes. Then he said in
a commanding voice:

— Proceed as before!

The torch-bearers returned to their places, the drums
sounded, the pipes started up, the singers sang, the dancers
danced, and the procession resumed its course.

The Great Housc was awake till morning with singing and
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drinking and merry-making. When Adham entered his room
overlooking Muqgattam Desert, he found Umayma by the
mirror, her face still veiled in white. He was drunk and stoned
and hardly able to stand. He moved towards her, exerting a
great effort to control his limbs, and lifted the veil from her
face,which looked up at him with exquisite loveliness. He bent
his head to kiss her full lips, then said in a drunken voice:

— All’s well that ends well.

Then he tottered over to the bed, and collapsed on it, still
wearing his scar[ and red pumps. Umayma looked at his
reflection and smiled with anxious yearning.
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Adham found with Umayma a happiness he had never
known before. Because of his simple nature, he showed this
happiness in his conversation and behavior so much that his
brothers made [un of him. At the end of prayers he would
stretch out his hands and cry out: ‘Praise be to the Lord of
grace, for my [ather’s plcasure, [or my wife’s love, for raising
me above those who deserve to be above me, for the fertile
garden and my friend the {lute, praise be to Him.’

The women of the house all said Umayma was an attentive
wife, looking after her husband like a son. She got on well with
her mother-in-law and loved serving her and even her family.
She cared for her home as though it were part of her body.
Adhamwas a loving and considerate husband. His workforthe
Trust had already taken up part of the time he had previously
spent on his innocent pleasures in the garden, and now love
took up the remainder of the day, and he gave himself up to
it completely.

Delicious days passed — lasting too long for the scornful
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brothers Radwaan, Abbaas and Jaleel — then gave way to an
even tranquility, just as a rushing stream flows down into a
smooth-flowing river. Questions returned to Adham’s mind
and he felt that time was no longer flying by, and that night was
following day. He saw that the duet lost all meaning if it went
on indefinitely, and that the garden had been too faithful a
source of pleasure to be deserted. He did not feel that any of
these things meant that his heart was turning away from
Umayma. She was still at the center ofit, but life goes in stages,
of which one only gradually becomes aware. He returned one
dayto his old haunt by the stream, and his gaze wandered over
the flowers and birds, gratefully and apologetically. Suddenly,
there was Umayma, looking very pretty. She sat down beside
him and said:

— I peeped outofthe window to see what was keeping you;
why didn’t you ask me to join you?

He smiled as he replied:

— I'was afraid of boring you.

— Boring me? [ have always loved this garden. Don’t you
remember our first meeting here?

He took her hand in his and rested his head against the
trunk of a date-palm, looking up at the branches and the sky
between them. She assured him again of her love for the
garden, and the more he wanted silence, the more she insisted
on talking, for she hated silence as much as she loved the
garden. Her favorite subject of conversation was their life
together, butshe was also not unwilling to chatteraboutrecent
events in the house, especially whatever concerned the wives
of Radwaan, Abbaas and Jaleel. Then she said reproachfully:

— You're very far away [rom me, Adham.

— How can that be when you fill my heart?

— But you aren’t listening to me.

This was true. But although he had not welcomed her
arrival, neither did heresentit. And if she had tried to go away
again, he would have stopped her quite sincerely. The truth
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was, he felt her to be an integral part of himself. He said almost
apologetically:

— I'love this garden. Nothing in my past life was sweeter to
me thansitting in it. Its tall trees and its twittering birds and its
brimming streams know me as well as I know them. I want you
to share my love for it. Have you seen how the sky looks
through the branches?

She raised her eyes [or a moment, then looked at him with
a smile.

— Itreallyis lovely —lovely enough to be the dearest thing
in your life.

He detected the hidden reproach in her words and said
hurriedly:

— That’s how it was before I knew you.

— And now?

He squeezed her hand lovingly.

— Its beauty is incomplete without you.

She raised her eyes to his.

— Onegoodthing aboutitis thatitdoesn’t mind when you
desert it for me.

Adham laughed, drew her closer so that his lips rested
against her cheek, then asked her:

— Don’t these flowers deserve our attention rather than
gossip about my brothers’ wives?

Umayma said sadly:

— The flowers arc morc beautiful; but your brothers’ wives
never stop talking about you and the management of the
Trust, always the management of the Trust, and your [ather’s
faith in you, over and over again.

Adham frowned, forgetting the garden, and said bitterly:

— They don’t miss anything.

— I'm really afraid they’ll give you the Evil Eye.

Adham cried out angrily:

— Damn the Trust! It’s weighed me down and turned
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people against me and taken away my peace of mind. To hell
with it!

She put her finger on his lips.

— Don’t be ungrateful, Adham; managing the Trust is
important and it may bring benefits we haven’t thought of.

— Up till now all it’s brought is trouble. The sufferings of
Idrees are bad enough.

She smiled, but without joy, and her eyes showed that she
was seriously worried.

—Lookatour futureashardasyoulookatthebranchesand
the sky and the birds.

After that Umayma regularly shared Adham’s sessions in
the garden, and was hardly ever silent. But he got used to her,
and learned to listen with only half an ear, or not to listen at all.
When he felt like it he would take out his bamboo flute and
make music. Hecouldreallysaywithcompletesatisfaction that
everything was good. e got used even to Idrees’s sufferings.
But his mother’s illness was getting worse, and she was racked
by new pains. His heart grieved for her. She used to callfor him
often, and prayed countless prayers for him. One day she
entreated him: ‘PraytoGod constantlytoprotectyoufrom evil
and tolead you on theright path.” She would not let him leave,
but went on moaning to herself and murmuring her last
wishes, till she died in his arms. Adham and Umayma wept for
her, and Gebelaawi came and looked on her face, then
shrouded her reverently, his keen eyes filled with anguish.

Hardly had Adham’s life returned to normal than a sudden
change camie over Umayma, for which he could see no reason.
It started with her giving up her visits to the garden, which did
not please him as he had sometimes thought it would. He
asked her why she had stopped coming and she made various
excusessuch aswork or tiredness. He noticed that she did not
welcome him with the old ardor, and that when he made
advances to her, she accepted them without real passion, as

26



Adham

though she were humoring him reluctantly. He wondered
what could be the matter. He had already been through
something like this himself, but hislove had sustained him and
conquered it. He could have been harsh with her, and wanted
to very much at times, but her fragility and paleness and her
politeness held him back. Sometimes she seemed unhappy
and sometimes confused. One time he caught a look of
repulsion on her face,and he wasboth angryand sad, and said
to himsell: ‘I'll be patient a while; either she’ll improve, or to
hell with her!’

He went to his father’s study one day to present the month’s
accounts. Gebelaawi glanced through them casually, then
asked:

— What'’s wrong?

Adham looked up at him in astonishment.

— Nothing, Father.

Gebelaawi’s eyes narrowed and he said quietly:

— Tell me about Umayma.

Adham lowered his eyes [rom his father’s piercing glance.

— She’s all right. Everything’s fine.

Gebelaawi said impatiently:

— Tell me what's wrong.

For a time Adham was silent, believing his father omni-
scient. Then he confessed:

— She’s changed very much and seems cold.

A strange look came into his father’s eyes:

— Have you quarrelled?

— Never!

Gebelaawi smiled contentedly:

— Be gentle with her, you ignorant fellow, and don’t make
advances to her till she asks you to. Soon you will be a father.
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Adham sat in the Trust office receiving the new tenants, one
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byone. They were queuing up, the firstin front of him, the last
at the back of the garden house. When the last tenant came,
Adham asked brusquely without lifting his head from the
ledger:

— Your name?

A voice replied:

— Idrees Gebelaawi.

Adham looked up fearfully and saw his brother standing
before him. He leapt up to defend himself, watching him
warily. But Idrees’s appearance was new and unfamiliar. He
was poorly dressed and seemed peaceable and unassuming,
sad and sincere, changed like a starched garment steeped in
water. The sight of him drove out of Adham’s heart any
remaining anger, though he did not feel completely at ease.
With a mixture of mistrust and hope he exclaimed:

— Idrees!

Idrees nodded and said with amazing gentleness:

— Don'’t be afraid. I'm simply your guest in this house, if
your generosity can stretch to that.

Could these friendly words really come from Idrees? Had
suffering tamed him? Ilis meekness was just as disconcerting
as his former rudeness. Would treating him asa guest not still
be defying his father? But he had come uninvited. Adham
found himself motioning Idrees to take a seat beside him.
They sat looking at each other strangely, till Idrees said:

— I'slipped in with that crowd of tenants so as to be able to
speak to you alone.

— Did anybody see you?

— Nobody from the house saw me, you can be sure of that.
[ haven’t come to spoil your happiness, but to throw myself on
your mercy.

Adham looked away, deeply moved. The blood rushed to
his face. Idrees went on:

— Perhaps you're amazed at the change in me. Maybe
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you're wondering: ‘Where have his pride and boastfulness
gone?’. Iwant you to know that I've suffered more than a man
can bear, butin spite ofallthat I haven’t behaved like thiswith
anybodybutyou. A man like me canonlyforget his prideinthe
presence of somebody gentle.

— I pray God to make things easier for you and for us. What
has happened to you has spoilt life for me and made me
miserable.

— I oughtto have known that from the beginning, but I was
mad with rage. Then drink took away my honor. Living as a
tramp and a parasite put out the last spark of humanity in me.
Did you ever know your big brother to act like that?

— Never! You were the best of brothers and the noblest of
men.

Idrees said in an agonized voice:

— Those were the days! Now I know nothing but misery. I
wander about the desert dragging apregnantwoman after me,
swallowing insults everywhere and making my living by being
hateful and making enemies.

— You break my heart, my brother.

— Forgive me, Adham. That’s you as I've always known you.
Didn’t I hold you in my arms when you were little? Didn’t I
watch you as a child and as a young man, seeing your fine,
noble character? Damn anger, wherever it flares up!

— Damn it indeed!

Idrees sighed and spoke as if to himself:

— For the wrong I've done you, I deserve worse than I got.

— I pray that God may make things easier for you. You know
I've never given up hope ofyou returning. Evenwhen our father
was at his angriest, I risked talking to him about your situation.

Idrees smiled, showing teeth that had become dirty and
yellow.

— That’s what I felt. I said to myself, if there was any hope
ofour father relenting, it wouldn’t happen withoutyour help.

Adham’s eyes shone as he said:
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—I'll be guided byyour generousspirit. Don’tyou think the
time has come to speak to our father about the matter?

Idrees shook his dishevelled head hopelessly.

— One day older, one year wiser! And I'm not even justone
year older than you but ten years. I know that our father will
forgive anything except being humiliated. He’ll never forgive
me after what has happened. I have no hope of coming back
to the Great House.

There was no doubt that Idrees was right, which depressed
Adham. He murmured wretchedly:

— What can I do to help you?

Idrees smiled again:

— You needn’t think about helping me with money. I'm
sure you're an honest Trustee, and I know that if you helped
me in that way, it would be out of your own pocket, which I
couldn’t accept. You're already a husband and you’ll soon be
a father. No, it isn’t poverty that has driven me to come. I'm
here to tell you how I regret what I let mysell say about you, and
towinback your [riendship,and also because I have afavor toask.

Adham looked at him anxiously and asked:

— Tell me the [avor.

Idrees brought his head close to his brother’s, as if afraid
that the walls might overhear.

— I want to be sure of the future, now that I’ve ruined the
present. I'm going to be a [ather too; and what’s to become of
my children?

— You'll find me ready to do anything I can.

Idrees put his hand alTectionately on Adham’s shoulder.

— I want to know whether my father has cut me out of his
will.

— How could I know anything about that? But if you want
my opinion...

Idrees cut him short impatiently:

— I'm not asking for your opinion; I want your father’s.
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— Butyou know perfectly well he doesn’t tell anybody what
he has in mind.

— But he’ll certainly have written it into the Trust Deeds.

Adham shook his head and said nothing. Idrees repeated:

— Everything is in the Deeds.

— I know nothing about it. You know that nobody in the
house knows anything aboutit. My job as Trustee is completely
under my father’s direction.

Idrees gave him a melancholy look.

— The Deedsare in a fat leather-bound book. I once saw it
when I was a boy, and asked my father what was in it. At that
time I was the apple of his eye, and he told me it contained
everything about us. We didn't talk about it any more, and
when I did want to ask about it he wouldn’t let me. I have no
doubt now that my [ate’s already fixed in it.

Adham felt that he was in a tight corner.

— God only knows!

— It’s in the private chamber off your father’s bedroom.
You must have seenthelittledoor atthefarendoftheleft hand
wall; it’s always locked, but the key's keptin atinysilver box in
the drawer of his bedside table. The fatbookitselfis on a table
in the private chamber.

Adham raised his thin cyebrows in confusion and muttered:

— What are you after?

Idrees said with a sigh:

— If there's any peace of mind left to me in this world, it
dependson my knowing what'’s signedandsealed aboutmein
the Deeds.

Adham, relieved, replied:

— The simplest thing for me will be to ask him straight out
what’s in the Ten Clauses.

—Hewouldn’ttellyou. He’d be angry. He'd probably think
worse of you for it. Or he'd guess the real reason for your
question and losc his temper. How I'd hate you to lose your
father’s confidence as a reward for your kindness to me. He
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certainly doesn’t mean to reveal his Ten Clauses or he'd have
told us all what they are. No! The only safe way to the Deeds is
the one I've described to you. It’ll be very easy at daybreak,
when your father walks in the garden.

Adham’s face grew pale.

— What a wicked thing you’ve asked me to do!

Idrees masked his disappointment with a faint smile.

— It’s nota crime for a son to find out the things that affect
him in his father’s Deeds.

—Butyouwant metostealasecretthat our father insists on
keeping.

Idrees sighed heavily.

— When I decided to seek your help, I said to myself: ‘It will
be very difficult persuading Adham to undertake something
against his father’s will.” But I was hopeful and thought:
‘Perhaps he’ll agree when he realizes how much I need his
help.’It’dbe no crimeandit’d besoeasytosucceed,andyou’'d
save somebody from torment without losing anything.

— God keep us [rom doing wrong!

— Amen! But I beg you to put me out of my agony.

Adham stood up, troubled and confused. Idrees stood up
too. He smiled a hopeless smile and said:

— I've really upset you, Adham. One thing about my
unhappy state is that whoever I meet suffers in some way or
other. Idrees is still a dreadful curse.

— How it hurts me not being able to help! It’s just one
torment after another.

Idrees came close to him, put his hand gently on his
shoulder, kissed him on the forehead and said:

— It's all my fault that I'm in a mess. Why should I burden
you with more than you can do? Let me leave you in peace.
God’s will be done!

And with those words Idrees left.
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Umayma's face came alive for the first timein weeks and she
asked Adham anxiously:

— Didn’t your father ever tell you about the Deeds?

Adham was sitting cross-legged on the sofa, looking out
through the window at the desert plunged in darkness.

— He’s never spoken about it to anybody.

— Not even to you?

— I’'m just one of several sons.

She smiled gently.

— But he picked you to manage the Trust.

— I tell you he’s never spoken about it to anybody.

She smiled again as if to soften him and said cunningly:

— Don’tlet it bother you. Idrees isn’t worth it; his nastiness
to you can never be [orgotten.

Adham turned his head towards the window.

— The Idrees who came to me today is not the Idrees who
did me wrong. I'm haunted by his look of sadness and regret.

She said triumphantly:

— That’s what strikes me most about what you say, and it’s
whatreally worries me. But you seem depressed, which is not
like you.

He was peering into the pitch dark night, but his busy head
provided no answer. He said:

— Worrying won't get us anywhere.

— Butyour brother’srepented and he’s begging for mercy.

— I can see that, but what can I do?

— You must patch things up with him — and with his
brothers. Otherwise you're goingto find yourselfalone against
them one day.

— You’re more worried about yourself than about Idrees.

She shook her head vigorously.

— I have a right to worry about myself — and that means
about you and our baby.
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What did the woman want? How thick this darkness was; it
had even swallowed up the mighty Muqattam. He held his
peace and was silent, but she went on:

— Doyouremember ever going into the private chamber?

He broke his short silence:

— Never! I used to want to as a child, but my father
prevented me, and my mother wouldn’t let me go near it.

— You surely longed to go in.

He was only talking to her about the matter in the hope that
she would draw him back, not that she would egg him on. He
badly needed someonetoreassure him that his attitude to his
brother was right. But he was like a traveller calling in the dark
for a guide and attracting a bandit instead. Umayma asked
again:

— Do you know the dressing table with the silver box?

— Everybody who’s been in the room knows it. Why do you
ask?

She left her seat on the sofa, came close to him, and said
temptingly:

— My God! Don’t you want to see the Deeds?

— Heavens no! Why should I want to?

— Who can resist the desire to know the future?

— You mean your [uture.

— My future and your future, and Idrees’s future, which
worries you so much in spite of what he’s done to you.

The woman had given voice to his thoughts, which annoyed
him. He turned his head further towards the window and said:

— What my father doesn’t want, I don’t want.

She raised her pencilled eyebrows.

— Why should he hide this thing?

— That’s his business. What a lot of questions you're asking
tonight!

She spoke as i[ to hersell:

— The future! We’d know our [uture, and we’d help poor
Idrees so much. And all it needs is to read a page, without
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anybody knowing. [ defy anybody — friend or enemy — to
accuse us of bad intentions, or to say that it affected your dear
father even slightly.

Adham was gazing at a brilliant star which outshone all the
others. He pretended to ignore her words.

— What a wonderful sky! If the night wasn’t so damp, I'd
have sat in the garden looking at it through the branches.

— He must certainly have favored some people in the
famous Clauses.

Adham shouted:

— I'm not interested in favors that bring nothing but
trouble.

She sighed.

— If I knew how to read I'd go myself to the silver box.

He wished it could happen that way. He grew still more
annoyed with her and with himsclf. He felt as though he had
already done the [orbidden thing and was thinking about it as
a past event. He turned to her, frowning. By the light of the
lamp that swungin the breeze wafting through the window, his
face looked bothered and weak behind its scowl.

— Damn me for telling you about it at all!

— I don’t mean you any harm, and I love your father as
much as you do.

—Let’sstop thistircsome conversation. Thisisatime of day
when you usually rest.

— It seems my mind will notrest till we’ve decided to do this
simple thing.

He puffed.

— God, bring her back to her senses!

She looked at him with something new in mind.

— Haven'’t you already disobeyed your father by seeing
Idrees in the garden housc?

His eyes opened wide with surprise.

— [ found him there in [ront of me; I couldn’t avoid seeing
him.
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— Have you told your father about his visit?

— What a nuisance you are tonight, Umayma!

She said triumphantly:

— Ifit’s all rightforyou to disobey him in something which
may harmyou, why can’t you disobey him in something which
will help you and your brother and will harm nobody?

He couldverywell have broken off the conversation, had he
wanted to, but the temptation was too strong. The truth was
that he had let her run on only because something in him
needed her support. He asked petulantly:

— What do you mean?

— I mean you should stay awake till dawn, or till thewayis
clear for us.

— I thought being pregnant had just taken away your
passion, but now I see it’s made you lose your good sense too.

— You agree with what I say, by God. But you’re afraid, and
that’s not worthy of you.

Over his face came a darkness quite out of keeping with the
compliance he felt within. He said:

— We’ll remember this as the night of our first quarrel.

She said very gently:

— Adham, let’s think about it seriously.

— No good will come of it.

— That’s what you say; but you’ll see.

Hefelt the heat of the fire thatwas fast approaching, and he
said to himself: ‘Ifyougetscorched, tearswon’tquenchit.’ He
turned his head to the window, and thought how lucky the
inhabitants of that bright star were to be so far away from this
house. He murmured feebly:

— Nobody loves his father as much as I do.

— You’d never do anything that would harm him.

— Umayma, you need to sleep.

— It’s you who are keeping me awake.

— I hoped to hear the voice of reason from you.

— That’s the only thing you have heard.
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He wondered to himself in a whisper:

— Won’t it destroy me?

She stroked his hand, which rested on the edge of the sofa,
and said reproachfully:

— We share our fate, if you love me.

With a resignation that showed he had already made his
decision, he said:

— Even that star doesn’t know my fate.

She lost all caution.

— You will read your fate in the Deeds.

His gaze went out Lo the unsleeping stars, and to the shreds
of cloud lit up by their calm light. He imagined that they had
heard his conversation, and he murmured:

— What a lovely sky!

Then he heard Umayma’s playful voice:

— You taught me tolove the garden, let me return the favor.
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Atdawn Gebclaawi left his room for the garden. Adham was
watching from the end of the corridor, and Umayma stood
behind him in the darkness with her hand on his shoulder.
They listened to the heavy, even tread, but could not make out
its direction in the dark. It was Gebelaawi’s custom to walk
about at this hour with neither light nor companion. The
noise died away, and Adham turned to whisper to his wife:

— Don’t you think it would be best to go back now?

She urged him on, whispering in his ear:

— You can curse me if I mean any harm to anybody.

He took a few steps [orward, confused and unhappy, his
hand clutching the little candle in his pocket. He felt his way
along the wall till his hand touched the door. Umayma whis-
pered:
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— I’ll stay here on guard. Go on, and good luck!

Shestretched outher hand and pushed thedooropen, then
drew back. Adham tiptoed warily into the room, and was met
byastrong smell of musk. He closed the doorbehind him and
stood peering into the darkness till he could make out the
windows overlooking the desert, which let in the first light of
day. Adham felt that the wrong — if wrong there was — had
already been done with his entry into the room, and that he
must now go through with it. He followed the left hand wall,
falling over chairsonceortwice, passing thedoor to the private
chamber on the way, till he reached the end wall, which he
followed, fumbling his way to the dressing table. He pulled out
the drawer and rummaged in its contents tillhe found the box.
After pausing to regain control of himself, he returned to the
door of the private chamber, groped for the keyhole, put the
key in and turned it.

He opened the door, and there he was slipping into the
secret place that no one but his father had ever before entered.
He closed the door, took out his candle and lit it. He saw a
squareroomwith ahigh ceilingand no openingother thanthe
door. A small carpet covered the floor. To the right was an
ornate table and on it rested the huge book, fastened to the
wall with an iron chain. His mouth was dry, and when he
swallowed itwasaspainfulasifhe had asudden sore throat. He
clenched his teeth asifto crush the fear thattravelled through
his trembling limbs to the candle in his hand. He crossed tothe
table and gazed at the leather binding of the book, which was
embellished with gold-inlaid lettering. He stretched out his
hand and opened it. It was difficult for him to compose his
thoughts and overcome his confusion. He began reading in
the Persian script: ‘In the Name of God...’

Suddenly he heard the door open. His head was jerked
round violently towards the sound, without his willing it, as
though the door had pulled him as it opened. By the candle-
light he saw Gebelaawi, blocking the doorway with his great
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bulk, looking at him with a cold, cruel stare. Adham looked
into his father’s eyes, silent and motionless. All power to speak
or think or move deserted him. Gebelaawi commanded him:

— Out!

But Adham was unable to move. Utterly hopeless, he stayed
where he was, like a lifeless object, except thatan object cannot
feel despair. His father shouted:

— Out!

Terror aroused him from his paralysis and he moved. His
father stepped aside from the doorway, and Adham left the
private chamber, the candle still flickering in his hand. He saw
Umayma standing speechless in the middle of the room, tears
streaming down her [ace. His father motioned to him to stand
beside her, then addressed him coldly:

— You will answer my questions truthfully.

Adham’s expression conveyed his willingness. Gebelaawi
asked:

— Who told you about the book?

Adham answered without hesitation, like a broken vessel
pouring out its contents:

— Idrees.

— When?

— Yesterday morning.

— How did you meet?

— Heslipped in with the newtenants and waited till we were
alone.

— Why didn’t you throw him out?

— I couldn’t bring myself to throw him out, Father.

Gebelaawi said sharply:

— Don'’t call me ‘Father’.

Adham gathered all his strength and said:

— You're still my father in spite of your anger and my
stupidity.

— Is he the one who made you do this?
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Umayma answered, though he had not addressed the ques-
tion to her:

— Yes, sir!

Gebelaawi shouted:

— Quiet, vermin! (Then to Adham:) Answer me!

— He was desperately unhappy and repentant, and he
wanted to feel secure about his children’s future.

— And you did this for him!

— On the contrary... [ apologized and told him I couldn’t.

— What made you change your mind?

Adham sighed in despair, and muttered:

— The Devil.

Gebelaawi asked cruelly:

— Did you tell your wife what had passed between you?

At this point Umayma began to wail. Gebelaawi silenced
her, then motioned Adham to answer:

— Yes!

— And what did she say to you?

Adham kept quiet and swallowed hard. His father shouted:

— Answer me, you wretch!

— She was keen to find out your will, and thought it would
harm nobody.

Gebelaawi glared at him with utter contempt:

— And that is how you consented to betray the one who
preferred you to your betters?

Adham said with a groan:

— It’s no use my making excuses for my crime; but your
mercy is greater than any crime or any excuses.

— So you plot against me with Idrees whom I expelled for
your sake?

— I didn’t plot with Idrees. I've done wrong, and my only
hope is your mercy.

Umayma implored him:

— Sir...

— Quiet, vermin!
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He looked from one to the other, frowning,then said in a
terrible voice:

— Get out of the house!

Adham appealed:

— Father!

In a brutal voice Gebelaawi said:

— Get out of the house before you are thrown out!
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The great gate opened again, this time to see the expulsion
of Adham and Umayma. Adham carried a bundle of clothes,
and Umayma followed with a second bundle, some pots and
pans and a little food. They left, crushed and hopeless. When
they heard the gate close behind them their voices rose to a
wail, and Umayma said between her sobs:

— I deserve worse than death.

Adham’s voice faltered:

—Foronceyou’re telling the truth; butI deserveworse than
death too.

They had gone hardly any distance from the house when a
drunken laugh rang out. They looked in that direction, and
there they saw Idrees in front of the hut he had built of
flattened cans and pieces of wood. His wife Narciss sat quietly
spinning, and Idrees was laughing spitefully, enjoying their
misery. Adham and Umayma were astonished and stood star-
ing at him. Idrees started dancing and snapping his fingers,
annoying Narciss whoretreated into the hut. Adham watched,
his reddened eyes filled with tears ofrage. He saw at once the
trick Idrees had played and its monstrous wickedness. He
realized too his own immense naivety and stupidity, on ac-
count of which the villain was dancing with malicious joy. This
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was the real Idrecs, the incarnation of evil. Adham's blood
boiled and his mind was darkened. He picked up a handful of
earthandthrewit at him, shouting, in avoice distorted by fury:

— Damned shit! You're worse than a scorpion.

Idrees’s answer was to dance still more vigorously, wagging
his head from side to side and jerking his eyebrows up and
down, still snapping his fingers. Adham’s rage mounted still
further and he bellowed:

— Bloody, lousy, low-down... liar... cheat...!

Idrees began swaying his body as skillfully as he was wagging
his head, sniggering silently. Adhamtookno notice of Umayma
who was trying to pull him away, but yelled:

— You're worse than a tart, you filthy scum!

Idrees started wriggling his behind, spinning round slowly
and provocatively. Adham was blind with fury. He threw down
his bundle, pushed away Umayma who tried to hold him back,
rushed at him and seized his throat with all his strength. Idrees
took no notice of the attack, but went on dancing slowly and
artfully. Adham, by now quite mad, rained down blows, but
Idrees only made more fun of him, chanting:

Rich man, poor man, beggar man, thief.

Then he stopped, raving and cursing, andshoved Adhamin
the chest with a force that sent him staggering. He lost his
balance and fell on his back. Umayma hurried over to him,
helped him up and brushed the dirt off his clothes, saying:

— Why bother with this savage? Let’s get right away.

He picked up his bundle without aword, and she took hers,
and they made their way to the other side of the Great House.
Adham was already tired and he threw down the bundle and
satonit, saying he wanted arest. His wife sat down facing him,
crying again. They heard Idrees’s voice once more. He stood
looking defiantly at the house, thundering:

— For the sake of your most despicable child you threw me
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out, and you see how he treated you? And now you've thrown
him into the dirt—and yourself with him. Tit for tat—and the
onewhoacts first ends worst. Thisisso thatyou shallknow that
Idrees can’t be beaten. Stay alone with your useless, spineless
sons. You won’t have any grandsons except those who will run
about in the dirt and roll in the filth. Tomorrow they’ll be
peddling sweet potatoes and melon seeds. Tomorrow they’ll
beatthemercyofthestrongmenin Otouf and Kafr el-Zaghari.
Soon your seed will be mixed with that of the lowest of men.
You’ll sitalone in your room, changing things in your bookin
anger and [rustration. You’ll grow old alone in the shadows
and, when the end comes, you'll find nobody to cry for you.

Then he turned to Adham and continued his crazy shout-
ing:

—Andyou, blacky Adham, you weakling, how are you going
to face life on your own? You have no strength to help you,
nobody strong to rely on. In this desert what’s the use of your
reading, writing and arithmetic? Ha! Fla! Ha!

Umayma went on weeping tillitgoton Adham’s nerves and
he said wearily:

— Stop crying!

She dried her eyes.

— I'll often be crying, Adham. I'm to blame [or all this.

— I’'m just as much to blame. If I hadn’t been so weak and
cowardly it wouldn’t have happened.

— It’s all my fault.

He shouted angrily:

— You're only blaming yourself to prevent me from blam-
ing you.

She lost her eagerness for self-reproach and sat for a while
with bent head. Then she went on in a [aint voice:

— I never thought he could be so hard.

— I know him; I have no excuse.

She hesitated a while, then said:

— How can I live here when I'm pregnant?
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— After the Great House we must live in this desert. If only
tears could help! There’s nothing for it but to build ourselves
a hut.

— Where?

He looked round, and his glance fell for a second on
Idrees’s hut.

—Wecan’tgotoo far from the Great House, evenifit means
living neartoIdrees. Otherwise we’d die, all alone on the edge
of this desert.

Umayma thought for a while, then bowed her head in
acquiescence.

— Yes, and we should stayin sight of your father in case he
softens towards us.

Adham sighed.

— I'm going to die of grief. If you weren’t here with me I'd
think this was a nightmare. Have I lost his love for ever? But I
shan’t fight back at him like Idrees. Oh no! I'm not at all like
Idrees, so how can I be treated the same?

Umayma said bitterly:

— Nobody round here has ever known a father like yours.

— When will your Longue stop wagging?

— For goodness’ sake, I haven’t committed a crime. Tell
anybody what you've done and how you’ve been rewarded; I
betyou anything they won’t believe it. My God! There’s never
been a father like yours.

— The world has never seen so fine a man. This Jebel, this
desert, and the sky itself bear witness to that. Anybody else
would have shrunk back from the challenge.

— With his tyranny soon none of his sons will be left in the
house.

— We are the [irst Lo go, and we are the worst.

She denied it angrily:

— I'm not — we’re not.

— The truth comes out only at times of trial.

Theyfellsilent. In the desertthere was no living thing to be
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seen, except a few people moving about far away at the foot of
the Jebel. The sun beat down cruelly from a cloudless sky,
drenching the vast expanse of sand, in which glinted a few
stones or bits of glass. The only things that broke the mo-
notony were the Jebel on the horizon, a great rock that lay to
the east like the head of abodyburied in the sand, and Idrees’s
miserable hovel, planted defiantly to the east of the Great
House. The whole atmospherewas harsh, dreary and frighten-
ing.

Umayma heaved a deep sigh and said:

— We’'re going to have a hard time of it, making life
comfortable.

Adham looked at the Great House and said:

— We’'ll have an even harder time waiting till that gate
opens again.

1 0 * * * * % *x % * *x * * & * * *x *x *x *k * *x X

Adham and Umayma set about putting up a hut for them-
selves, to the west of the Great House. They fetched stones
from Muqattam and collected slates from the foot of the Jebel,
and they picked up pieces ofwoodaround Otouf, Gemaliaand
Bab el-Nasr. Theysoon realized that building a hut would take
longer than they could manage. By then they had finished the
supplies of cheese, eggs and molasses that Umayma had
brought [rom the house. Adham made up his mind to go and
work for his living. I-le decided to sell some of his fine clothes
to buy a barrow for peddling sweet potatoes, melon seeds,
cucumbers and whatcver else was in season. When he began
collecting his clothes together, Umayma burst into tears, but
he took no notice. Half angry half mocking, he said:

— These clothes no longer suit me. Wouldn’tit be a joke if
I went to sell sweet potatoes in a brocaded camel-hair coat!
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In no time he was pushing his barrow across the desert to
Gemalia — the same Gemalia that still remembered his wed-
ding procession. He [elt oppressed and at first could not bring
himself to cry his wares. His eyes were almost blinded with
tears, and he fled to more distant neighborhoods. From
morning till night he kept on walking and shouting till his
handsweretired and hisshoeswornoutand hisfeetand all his
joints ached. How he disliked the women’s haggling, and
havingtorestonthegroundintheshelter ofawall, and having
tostopina corner torelieve himselfl Andwhen he came back
to Umayma in the evening, itwasnot to peace and quietbut to
the work of building the hut.

Life seemed unreal, and the garden and managing the
Trust, and the room looking out over Jebel Muqattam began
to seem like a [airy tale. I1e said to himself: ‘Nothing in this
worldisreal: neither the Great House, nor the unfinished hut,
nor the garden, nor the barrow, nor yesterday, today and
tomorrow. Perhaps I have done well to live beside the Great
House, so that Ishall not lose the past as I have lost the present
andthefuture. WoulditbestrangeifllostmymemoryasIhave
lost my father and my true self?”’

Once he sat dozing at midday in Watawit Alley, when he was
wakened by a movement and saw some urchins about to make
off with his barrow. He stood up to threaten them, and one boy
noticed him and warned his friendswith awhistle, pushingthe
barrow over to distract him from giving chase. The cucumbers
spilt all over the ground while the urchins bounded away like
locusts. Adham was [urious and poured forth a torrent of the
foulest curses. Then he bentdowntogatherup the cucumbers
which were smothered in dirt. His rage mounted without any
outlet till he burst out passionately:

— Why did your anger burn without pity? Why did you love
your pride more than your own flesh and blood? How can you
be happy with your life of ease and plenty, knowing that we are
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trampled on like insects? There’s no forgiveness or sweetness
or tolerance in your Great House, you tyrant.

He took hold of the shafts of the barrow and was about to
push it far away from this wretched alley, when he heard a
jeering voice:

— How much are those cucumbers, mister?

He saw Idrees standing with a mocking smile on his lips,
resplendent in a brightly colored jellaba and a white scarf. At
the sight of hissmirk Adham’s whole world went dark. He gave
his barrow a push, meaning to go, but Idrees blocked his path
saying:

— Doesn’t a customer like me deserve better treatment?

Adham'’s head jerked back nervously.

— Leave me alone.

— Can’tyou [ind anything better tosaytoyour big brother?

— Idrees, aren’t you satisfied with what you've already done
to me? [ just don’t want to know you or you to know me.

— How can you say that when we’re neighbors?

— I didn’t want to live near you, but I decided to stay near
the house which...

Idrees interrupted him gleefully:

— Which you were thrown out of.

Adham said nothing, but his discomfort was plain from his
pale face, Idrees persisted:

— Your mind stays in the place it’s been thrown out of,
doesn’t it?

Adham kept silent, and his brother went on:

— You're hoping to get back into the house, you schemer;
you may be weak, but you're full of crafty schemes. But let me
tellyou, I'm not letting you go back without me, not if the sky
falls.

Adham’s nostrils dilated with anger as he asked:

— Aren’t you content with what you’ve done to me?

— Aren’t you content with what you've done to me I was
thrown out because of you, though I was the light of the house.
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— On the contrary, you were thrown out because of your
arrogance.

Idrees roared with laughter.

— And you were thrown our because of your weakness.
There’s no room in the Great House for either strength or
weakness. You see your father’s tyranny; he won’t allow any-
body but himself to combine strength and weakness, but he’s
so strong that he destroys his loved ones, and so weak that he
marries a woman like your mother.

Adham frowned angrily and said in a trembling voice:

—Letmego! And ifyouwantto startafight, pick somebody
your own size.

— Your father is ready to start a fight with weak or strong.

Adham said nothing, and frowned still more. Idrees said
mockingly:

— You don’t want to get into trouble by insulting him!
That’s one of your clever tricks and proof that you still dream
of going back.

He picked up a cucumber and looked at it with repulsion.

— How canyou bring yourselftogoaround with these filthy
cucumbers? Can’t you find anything better to do?

— I'm content with it.

— Or rather, necessity has drivenyou to it. And all the while
your father enjoys the good life. Think about it a bit; wouldn’t
it be best for you to join up with me?

— I'wasn’t made for your sort of life.

Look at my jellaba. Its owner was strutting about in it only
yesterday, which he had no right to do.

— So how did you get it?

— The way strong people do these things.

Had he stolen or killed? Adham said sadly:

— I can’t believe that you're my brother, Idrees.

Idrees guffawed.

— You won’t be surprised as long as you remember I’'m
Gebelaawi’s son.
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Adham’s patience was exhausted and he shouted:

— Won'’t you get out of my way?

— If that’s what you're stupid enough to want!

Idrees filled his pocket with cucumbers, threw a scornful
glance at him, spat on the barrow and left.

Umayma stood up to meet Adham as he neared the hut.
Darkness covered the desert, but inside the hut a candle
flickered like a dying breath. The stars shed their faintlight on
the gigantic shape of the Great House. Umayma realized from
his silence that he was in no state to be confronted. She
brought him a jug of water to wash in and a clean jellaba. He
washed his face and his feet and changed, then sat on the
ground with legs outstretched. She approached him cau-
tiously, sat down and said soothingly:

— If only I could bear some of your tiredness for you.

It was as if she had scratched a wound. He shouted:

— Shut up! You're the source of the mischief and misery.

She moved away till she was almost hidden from him, but he
yelled after her:

— You're good for nothing except toremind me how blind
and stupid I've been. Damn the day I first saw you!

He could hear hersobs in the darkness, but his temper grew
worse, and he said:

—To hellwithyour tears! They're just your badness spilling
out.

He heard her tearful voice:

— Words can’t tell you how I suffer.

— Don’t let me hear your voice again. Get out of my sight.

He screwed up his dirty clothes and threwthem at her. They
hit her in the abdomen and she let out a cry of pain. At once
his anger cooled and he felt anxious about the consequences.
She sensed a change of heart from his silence, and said:

— I'll go away, as you want me to.

She stood up and walked out, but he called after her:
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— Do you think this is a time for joking? (Then, getting to
his feet:) Come back! I'll leave you in peace.

He peered into the darkness till he saw her shadowy figure
returning. Then he propped his back against the wall of the
hut and looked up at the sky. He wished he could be reassured
about her bulging abdomen, but he was too proud to ask and
put it off for a while. He prepared the way by saying:

— Wash some cucumbers for supper.

1 1 * * * * * * *x *x * * * * * * * * * * * *x %

‘The place is not without peace. No plants; no water; no
birds nor branches for them to sing on; but at night the bare,
hostile desert clothes itself in mystery, breeding ground for
dreams. Above, the dome of the sky is sown with stars. The
womanisin the hut. Loneliness speaks, and sorrow smolders like
coals buried in the ashes. The high wall of the house repels the
yearning heart. How can I make this terrible father hear my cry?
Wisdom tells us to forget the past, but it is the only time we have
had. I hate my weakness and curse my vileness, and am content
with hardship for a companion; and I shall father children for
him. The smallest bird is happier than my dreams, for no power
can keep itout ofthe garden. My eyes long for the streams flowing
between the rose bushes. Where is the scent of henna and
jasmine? Where is peace of mind? And my flute? You cruel man!
Half a year has passed. Will the ice in your heart never melt?’

From the distance came the sound of Idrees singing in a
hateful voice: ‘Strange things, my God, strange things!’ There
he was, lighting afire in front of his hut. It threw out sparks that
fell to the ground like shooting stars. His wife came and went,
very pregnant, bringing food and drink. He shouted drunk-
enly at the Great House: ‘It’s time for cream of jute leaves and
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roast chicken, you lot;smother it with poison!’ Then he started
singing again.

Adham said to himself sadly: ‘Whenever I am by myself in
the dark that devil goes and lights his fire and gets rowdy and
spoils my solitude.’

Umayma appeared at the door of the hut, and he realized
that she was not asleep as he had supposed. She waswearied by
pregnancy and depressed by hardship and poverty. She asked
with gentle concern:

— Aren’t you coming to sleep?

He replied crossly:

— Leave me alone in the one hour when life is good.

— You'll be going oll with your barrow first thing in the
morning; you nced rest.

— When I'm alone I become a gentleman again, or so it
seems to mc, gazing at the sky and remembering the old days.

She sighed heavily.

— I'd love to see your father coming out of the house or
goingin. I'd throw mysell at his feet and beg him to forgive us.

— I've told you over and over again to give up those ideas.
It’s quite impossible for us to get back his favor that way.

She was silent [or a while then murmured:

— I'm thinking of the fate of the baby inside me.

— And that’s my only concern too, although I've become a
filthy animal.

She said in a low, sad voice:

— You’re the best man in the whole world.

Adham laughed bitterly and said:

—TI'mnotahumanbeing any more. Onlyan animal worries
all the time about the next meal.

— Don’t be so gloomy. Lots of men start off like you, then
life gets easier and they end up owning shops and houses.

— I think pregnancy has turned your head.

She said with conviction:
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— You'll be an important man, and our child will grow up
in the lap of luxury.

Adham struck his hands together in disbelief and asked
sarcastically:

— Am I to do this by drink or hashish?

— By work, Adham.

— Working for a living is a curse. I used to spend my life in
thegarden, with nowork exceptlooking attheskyand playing
my flute, but now I'm just an animal, pushing my barrow every
day for the sake of a[ew scraps to eat in the evening and crap
in the morning. Working [or a living is the worst curse of all.
Truelife is in the Great House, where there’s no drudgery but
only pleasure and beauty and music.

The voice of Idrees chimed in:

— Well said, Adham; work is a curse,and we weren’t made
for that sort of humiliation. Didn’t I tell you we should join
forces?

Adham turned towards the voice and saw the figure of
Idrees standing near to him. He used to slip across like this
unnoticed in the darkness, and listen to the conversation as
long as he wished, joining in when he felt like it. Adham stood
up miserably and said:

— Getback to your shack.

Idrees spoke with mock seriousness:

— Me too I say work is a curse. It's an insult to human
dignity.

— You're inviting me to be a crook, which is worse than a
curse.

— If work’s a curse and crookery’s worse, how’s a man to
live?

Adham did not like talking to him and kept quiet. Idrees
waited for him to speak but, getting no response, he contin-
ued:

— Perhaps you want to get a living without work? But that
would be at the expense of other people.

52



Adham

Adham still kept quiet, so he went on:

— Or perhapsyou wantto get a living withoutwork and still
notharm anybody? (He laughed hatefully.) It’sa problem, son
of a slave.

Umayma shouted furiously:

— Go home! The devil has bitten you.

His wife called him with a piercing voice, and he went the
way he had come, singing ‘Strange things, my God, strange
things!” Umayma implored her husband:

— Don’t get mixed up with him at any price.

— I keep finding him standing over me without knowing
how he came.

Silence reigned and they found in it a refuge from their
anxiety. Then Umayma spoke again, gently:

— My heart tells me I'll make this hut into a house like the
one we've been thrown out of, including the garden and the
nightingales, and our child will know ease and pleasure in it.

Adham stood smiling a smile she could not see in the
darkness. He spoke sarcastically as he brushed the dust from
his jellaba:

— ‘Fine gherkins! Sweet cucumbers!’ The sweat pours from
my body, and urchins bait me, and my feet kill me, and all for
a few piasters.

He went into the hut and she followed, saying:

— But the day of wealth and happiness will come.

— Ifyou suffered more you’d have no time for dreams.

Theybothlaydown on the straw-filled sacking, and she said:

— Isn’t God able to turn our hut into a house like the one
we've been thrown out of?

Adham yawned.

— What I wish [or is Lo go back to the Great House itself.
(Then, yawning more:) Work is a curse!

She whispered:

— Maybe, but a curse you get rid of only by working!
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12*********************

One night Adham woke to the sound of groaning. As he was
half asleep, it was a little time before he made out Umayma'’s
voice crying: ‘Oh myback! Oh my tummy!’ He sat up at once,
peering at her, and said:

— You’realwaysin this state these days,and thenit turns out
to be nothing. Light the candle.

— Light it yourself! This time it’s real.

He got up, groping for the candle in its place among the
pots and pans. Having managed to find it, he lit it and set it on
the table. Umayma appeared by its feeble light, lying propped
up on her elbows, moaning and raising her head to breathe
with obvious difficulty. He said anxiously:

— That'’s what you say every time you feel pains.

Her face crumpled up.

— No, no! I'm sure it’s the real thing this time.

He helped her to lean her back against the wall and said:

— It’ll be soon anyway. Tryto bear it while I go to Gemalia
for the midwife.

— Mind how you go! What time is it now?

Adham went out of the hut and looked at the sky:

— It’ll soon be daybreak. I'll be straight back.

He hurried off towards Gemalia. When he made his way
back through the darkness he was leading the old midwife by
the hand. As they drew near to the shack, Umayma’s cries
reached him, shattering the stillness. His heart pounded and
hestrode faster till the midwife complained. They rushed into
the hut together and the woman took off her cloak and said to
Umayma, laughing:

— The worst is over. Your patience will soon be rewarded.

Adham asked her:

— How are you?

She groaned:
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— The pain’s almost killing me. My body’s bursting. My
bones are breaking. Don’t go!

But the midwife said:

— He must wait quietly outside.

Adham left the hut for the open air and caught sight of a
figure standing nearby. He knew him even before he could
make him out clearly, and his chest tightened, but Idrees put
on a polite tone and said:

— She’s in labor? Poor girl! My wife went through this not
long ago,asyou know; butit’samisleading painandsoon goes.
Then you'll meet what the Knower of the Unseen has allotted
you, just as I met Hind — a charming baby, but she’s always
piddling or crying. Courage!

Adham was suffering. He said:

— God is Master of all things.

Idrees let out a harsh laugh and asked:

— Did you fetch the midwile from Gemalia to her?

— Yes.

—Dirty, greedy old woman! Ifetched her too. She asked for
too much, so I chased her off, and she still curses me whenever
she sees me go past her house.

Adham hesitated, then said:

— You shouldn’t treat people like that.

— You fine fellow! Your father taught me to be rude and
tough with people.

Umayma’s voice went up in a pitiful cry that seemed to echo
the rending inside her. Adham clenched his teeth on what he
was about to say and went anxiously towards the hut, calling
outin a weak voice:

— Courage!

Idrees repeated his words loudly:

— Courage, sister-in-law!

Adham wasworried about his wife hearing this voice, but he
hid his annoyance, saying:

— We'd better get further away from the hut.

55



Children of Gebelaau

— Let’s go to my place; I'll give you some tea and you can
see Hind snoring.

But Adham moved away from his hut without going towards
Idrees’s, cursing him silently and hiding his anger. Idrees
followed him saying:

— You'll be a father before sunrise. It’s an important
change in your life. One good thing is that you’ll know the
bond your father breaks so easily and so stupidly.

Adham gave vent to his feelings:

— This talk is annoying me.

— Maybe, but there’s nothing else to occupy us.

Adham hesitated, then said:

— Idrees, why do you follow me about, when you know
there’s no love between us?

Idrees guffawed loudly.

— Whatashameless child you are! Your wife’s cries woke me
from a delicious sleep, but I didn’t let it annoy me. On the
contrary, I've come to help you if you need any help. Your
father must have heard her cries as clearly as I did, but he just
went back to sleep as if he had no heart.

Adham said curtly:

— The fate he’s decreed for us is bad enough; can’t you
ignore me as [ ignore you?

— You hate rne, Adham, not because I was the cause of your
being thrown out, but because I remind you of your weakness.
You hate your own rotten selfin me. NowI no longer have any
reason to hate you. On the contrary, today you're my comfort
and consolation. Don’tforgetwe’re neighbors, thefirstpeople
to live in this desert. Our children will crawl here side byside.

— You enjoy tormenting me.

Idrees said nothing for a while, so that Adham hoped for
release, but then he went on, asking in a serious voice:

— Why can’t we agree?

Adham said with a sigh:

— Because I'm astreet trader, as my circumstancesrequire,
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and you're a man whose pleasure is in attacking people.

Umayma’s cries became louder again, and Adham looked
up at the skyimploringly. He noticed at once that the darkness
was less intense and that day was breaking over the Jebel. He
shouted:

— Pain is a curse.

Idrees said laughing:

— Such softness is charming. You were made for managing
the Trust and playing your flute.

— Make fun of me as much asyou like; I'm suffering.

— Why? [ thought it was your wife who was suffering.

Adham shouted:

— Leave me alone!

Idrees asked with aggravating calmness:

— Are you hoping to become a father without paying for it?

Adham kept quict, breathing heavily, and Idrees spoke
enticingly:

— You're a sensible man. I've come to propose a job by
which you could bring happiness to your future children. The
event you can hear being announced is the first but not the
last. Our desires will be satisfied only by building a mountain
of screaming children. What do you think?

— It’s almost day. Go back to bed!

The cries came again, continuously, till Adham could no
longer bear tostay where he was and returned to the hut from
which the darkness was lifting. He reached it as Umayma let
out adeep sigh like the dying away of a sad song. He came to
the door, asking:

— How are things with you?

He heard the voice of the midwife telling him to wait. He
prepared to relax, [or the voice seemed to him to be trium-
phant. Very soon the woman appeared at the door, saying:

— You've been blessed with two sons.

— Twins?!

— May God provide [or them!
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From behind him came Idrees’s ear-splitting laugh, and he
heard him saying:

— Now Idrees is father to a girl and uncle to two boys...

And he went off to his hut singing:

Where is luck, where’s fate?
Tell me where, of late!

The midwife spoke again:

— Their mother wants to call them Qadri and Humaam.
Buoyant with happiness, Adham murmured:

— Qadri and Humaam! Qadri... and Humaam...

1 3 * * * *x * *x * * *x *x *x * * * *x * * * * * *

Qadri said as he wiped his face on the corner of his jellaba:

— Let’s sit down and eat.

Humaam stood looking towards the sun, which was starting
to sink.

— Yes, time’s been [lying.

They sat down cross-legged in the sand at the foot of Jebel
Mugqattam. Humaam undid the knot in the striped red hand-
kerchief, revealing bread, falafel and leeks. They fell to,
glancing from time to time at their sheep, some of which
wandered about while others stood chewing peacefully. There
was nothing in the twins’ features or build to distinguish them,
exceptthat Qadri had adefinite hunter’s look in his eye, which
gave him a distinctive sharpness of expression. Qadri spoke
again, chewing a huge mouth(ul:

— If only this whole desert belonged to us alone, we could
graze our sheep without any worries.

Humaam said with a smile:

—Butthisis where shepherds come from Otoufand Kafr el-
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Zaghari and Husseinia. It’s best to be {riendly with them and
avoid trouble.

Qadri laughed scornfully, spitting out a shower of crumbs,
and said:

— Those places have only one answer for anybodywho tries
to be friendly: punches!

— But...

— There’s no but. I only know one way; I grab the man by
his jellaba and bang his head till he falls on his face — or his
back for that matter.

— And that’s why we can hardly count our enemies.

— Who asked you to count them?

Humaamwasserious and seemedveryfar away. He whistled
to himself, then stopped and fell back into areflective silence.
He picked out a leek, stroked it with his fingers, put it in his
mouth with relish, smacked his lips and said:

—That’swhywe're alone and have togoalongtime without
anybody to talk to.

— What need is there for you to talk when you're always
singing?

Humaam looked at him trustingly and said:

— It seems Lo me that this loneliness gets you down some-
times.

— I'll always find a reason to be gloomy, whether it’s
loneliness or something else.

Silence fell, broken by the smacking of lips. Far away
appeared a group going back from the Jebel towards Otouf,
singing a song, onc lcading and the others chanting the
responses. Humaam said:

— This part ol the desert s in our district. If we went off to
the north or south, the chances are we’d never return.

Qadri roared with laughter and said:

— You’d find plentyof peopletothe northandsouth who’d
love to kill me, but you wouldn't find one who dared take me
on.
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Humaam spoke, looking at the sheep:

— Nobody can say you're not brave; but don’t forget that
we're protected by our grandfather’s name and our uncle’s
frightful reputation, in spite of our quarrel with him.

Qadri frowned his disagreement, but did not contradict
this. His eye settled on the Great House visible far off to the
west as a huge shape, its features indistinct.

— That house! I've never seen anything like it, with the
desert on all sides, near to streets and alleys famous for
quarrelling and bullying, owned by a man you can’t deny is a
tyrant, this grandfather who's never seen his grandchildren
though they live a stone’s throw from him.

Humaam looked towards the house and said:

— Our father never mentions him without respect and
admiration.

— And our uncle never mentions him without cursing him.

Humaam said uneasily:

— He is our grandfather, anyway.

— And what’s the use of that, you baby? Our father strains
along behind his barrow, and our mother slaves all day and
half the night,andwego outwith thesheep, barefoot and half
naked. But him! He hides away behind those walls, completely
heartless, enjoying such luxury as you can’t imagine.

They finished their food. Humaam shook out the napkin,
folded it and put it in his pocket, then lay down on his back,
pillowing his head on his arms, gazing up at the clear skywhich
distilled the afternoon peace, while the kites wheeled in the
distance. Qadri stood up and turned away to urinate, saying:

— Our father says the old man used to go out a lot in the
past, and used to pass them as he left or came back. But now
nobody sees him; it’s as if he was afraid.

Humaam said dreamily:

— How I'd love to see him!

— Don’t imagine you’d see anything exciting. You'd find
him like our father or our uncle, or like both of them. I'm
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amazed at the way my father always mentions him respectfully,
in spite of what he’s suflered at his hands.

—It’sobvious that he wasvery much attached to him, or that
he believes his punishment was justified.

— Or that he still hopes to be forgiven.

— You don’t understand our father; he’s a loving man with
a sweet nature.

Qadri sat down again, saying:

. — Well, he doesn’t impress me and nor do you. I tell you,
our grandlather is a queer old man and deserves no honor. If
he had a shred of goodness, he wouldn’t have treated his own
flesh and blood in this crazy way. I look on him the way our
uncle does, as one of Fate’s curses.

Humaam said with a smile:

— Perhaps his worst qualities are the very things you pride
yourself on: strength and daring.

—Hegot thisland as a gilt without any trouble, and then he
became proud and tyrannical.

—You can’t deny what I realized not longago: that even the
Governor himsell didn’t have it in him to live alone in such a
desert.

— Do you think the story we're told justifies his anger with
our parents?

— You find much smaller things to justify your attacks on
people.

Qadri took the jug and drank his fill, belched and said:

— And what have his grandsons done wrong? He doesn’t
know what it is to be a shepherd, damn him! I wish I knew
what’s in his will and what he's prepared for us.

Humaam sighed and said dreamily:

— Riches to rescue us f[rom hardship. Then we'll be able to
have our hearts’ desire — a life of ease and pleasure.

— You’'re talking like our father. Here we are stuck in dirt
and mud, and you dream of playing the flute in a luxuriant
garden. Really, I admire my uncle more than my father.
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Humaam sat and yawned, then stood up and stretched,
saying:

— Anyway, we do have somewhere; we have a big enough
house, and enough food to keep us alive, and sheep and goats
tograze. Weselltheir milk, and fatten them up tosellthem too,
and our mother makes clothes from their wool.

— And the flute and the garden?

He did not answer, but went towards the flock after picking
up his stick from the ground at his feet. Qadri stood and
shouted, addressing himself mockingly to the Great House:

— Doyou allow us to be your heirs, or willyou punish us in
death asyou punish us during your life? Answer, Gebelaawi!

The echo came back: ‘Answer, Gebelaawi!’

1 4 * * % % % *x % % *x *x ¥ % &k 3k *k &k * * * * x

Far away they saw a figure coming towards them, its features
as yet indistinct. It approached slowly till they could make it
out, and Qadri straightened up automatically, his handsome
eyes shining with joy. Humaam smiled at his brother, glanced
at the sheep and warned quietly:

— Dusk is not far off.

Qadri said scornfully:

— Let dawn come for all I care!

He took a few steps forward, waving his arms towelcome the
girl. She drew near to them, tired by the walk, partly because
of the distance, and partly because the sand dragged at her
slippers. Boldness sparkled in her enticing green eyes as she
gazed at them. She wore a drape, leaving her head and neck
bare, and the wind played with her plaits. Qadri greeted her
with a joy that wiped the fierce look from his face:

— Hello, Hind!

She replied in her gentle voice:
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— Hello! (Then, to Humaam:) Good evening, cousin!

Humaam smiled.

— Good evening, cousin, how are you?

Qadritook her hand and went with her towards the bigrock,
which stood a few yards from where they were. They went
round it to the side facing the Jebel, shielded from the desert
and its occupants. He drew her to him, enfolded her in his
arms and gave her a long kiss on the lips till their teeth
touched. For a moment the girl was carried away. Then she
managed to [ree hersclf [rom his arms and stood breathing
hard and straightening her drape, meeting his eager look with
asmile; but the smile f[aded asif she had thought of something,
and she pursed her lips in displeasure and said:

— I had a struggle Lo come. Oh dear, what an unbearable
life!

Qadri understood what she meant and scowled.

— Don’t take any notice. We are the children of idiots. My
good father is a fool, and your wicked father is just as foolish.
All they want is for us to inherit their hatred for each other.
What stupidity! But tcll me how you managed to come.

She puffed, and said:

— The day went like cvery day, with a non-stop quarrel
between my father and mother. He hit her once or twice and
she screamed curses at him and worked off her anger by
breaking a jug, but her temper didn’tget any worse than that
today; she often grabs him by the collar and curses him,
bearing his blowsasbestshecan. Butwhenwine’sgotinto him,
then you're only safe right out of his sight. So I often want to
run away, and I [eel I hatc life, and I comfort myself by crying
till my eyes arcsore. Anyway, I waited till he’d dressedand gone
out, then I put on my chador, and my mother came at me and
tried to stop me as usual, but I dodged her and escaped.

Qadri took her hand in his and said:

— Doesn’t she guess where you're going?
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—Idon’tthink so, butitdoesn’t worry me; she’d never dare
tell my father.

Qadri laughed.

— What do you think he’d do if he knew?

At a loss, she echoed his laugh.

— I’'m notafraid of him in spite of his harshness, in factI tell
you I love him and he loves me in a simple way that’s quite out
ofkeeping with his harsh nature. Buthe doesn’t bother to tell
me I'm the most precious thing in his world, and perhaps
that’s the root of my troubles.

Qadri sat down on the ground at the foot of the rock, and
invited her to do so too by smoothing the ground at his side.
She sat down, throwing of[ the heavy chador. He leaned over
and kissed her cheek and said:

— Itseems to be easier to get the better of my father than
ofyours, but heturnsveryviolentwhenyoursis mentioned. He
refuses to admit that he has any good qualities.

She laughed.

— Men! My [ather speaks just as badly about yours. Your
father looks down on mine for his roughness, and mine on
yours for his gentleness. The main point is that they’ll never
agree about anything.

Qadri’s head jerked up as il he were butting the air, and he
said defiantly:

— But we’ll do what we like.

Hind looked at him with tender affection as she said:

— My father is like that — able to do whatever he likes.

— I'm able to do many things. What does this drunken old
uncle have in mind [or you?

She laughed in spite of herself and said half seriously, half
playfully:

— Speak politely about my father! (She tweaked his ear.)
I've often wondered what he has in mind for me. It sometimes
seems to me that he doesn’t want me to marry anybody.

He stared at her, refusing to take her seriously. She went on:
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— I once saw him looking furiously at the Great House and
saying: ‘If he’s pleased to do down his sons and grandsons, is
he going to do down his granddaughter aswell? No place is fit
for Hind except this barred and bolted house.” Another time
he told my mother the strongman of Kafr el-Zaghari wanted to
marry me. My mother was delighted, and he shouted at herin
a rage: ‘You wretched, small-minded creature! Who is this
strongman of Kafr el-Zaghari? The lowest servant in the Great
House is better than him.” My mother asked him: ‘Who doyou
think is worthy of her?’ He shouted: ‘The answer to thatis with
thatmonster hidden away behind the walls of his house. She’s
his granddaughter, and nobody in the world is good enough
for her. I want a husband who is like me for her.” My mother
said in spite of hersell: ‘Do you want her to be as unhappy as
her mother?’ He sprang at her like a wild animal and kicked
her till she ran out of the hut.

— That’s pure madness.

— He hates our grandfather, and curses him whenever he
mentions him. But deep down he’s proud to be his son.

Qadri clenched his [ist and started pounding it on his thigh
saying:

— We'd have been a lot happier if we’d never had that man
for a grandfather.

She said bitterly:

— We would have been...

He drew her to him with a force that matched the heat of his
words and hugged her powerfully, keeping her tight in his
arms while their minds turned from troubling questionsto the
promised passion. He said:

— Your lips...

Atthat Humaamretreated from hisposition bytherockand
tiptoed back to the [lock, smiling sheepishly and sadly. The
very air seemed to him to be drunkwith love, and love seemed
to mean disaster, but he said to himself: ‘His face was pure and
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gentle. He only looks like that behind the rock. There's no
power like love to take away our cares.’

Meanwhile the sky was fading in surrender, sleepy sunset
breezes blew about, and dusk crept on like the halting strains
of a song of farewell. A billy goat mounted a nanny goat.
Humaam began talking to himself again: ‘My mother will be
happy when this goat gives birth to its kids; but the birth of a
human being can spell tragedy. There’s a curse on our heads
before we're born. The most amazing thing is this enmity that
only exists because it is between brothers. How long must we
bear this hatred? If the past were forgotten, how happy the
presentwould be! But we shall go on gazing at this house which
is the source of all our strength and all our misery.” His eyes
rested on the billy goat and he smiled and set off round the
flock, whistling and waving his stick. He happened to look at
the great rock, which stood in seeming indifference to all that
existed.
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Umayma woke early as usual, when only one star still shone
in the sky. She wakened Adham, who moaned, got up and left
theroom, heavywith sleep, to wake Qadri and Humaam in the
adjoining outer room where they slept. In its new, extended
form the hut seemed like a small house. A wall surrounded it
and enclosed a space at the rear as a sheep pen. A tangle of
creepers covered the wall and softened its rough look, showing
that Umayma had not given up her old dream of improving
her home and making it as much like the Great House as she
could.

The men gathered round a tub of water in the yard and
washedtheir faces, then put ontheirwork clothes. Frominside

66



Adham

the hut came the smell of a wood fire and the cries of the
youngerchildren. At last theysatdownround thetablein front
of the doorway, eating stewed beans from a big dish.

The autumn air was moist and slightly chilly at this early
hour, but they had tough bodies well able to withstand its
attacks. In the distance could be seen Idrees’s hut which had
alsobeen extended. As [or the Great House, it stood silent and
turned in on itsell, as though no ties held it to the outside
world.

Umayma carried a jug of [resh milk, put it on the table and
sat down. Qadri mocked her with a question:

— Whydon’tyousell the milk tothe house of ourrespected
grand[ather?

Adham, now grey at the temples, rounded on him.

— Shut up and cat! Silence is the best we can ever hope for
from you.

Umayma spoke as she chewed a mouthful:

— The time’s come for pickling lemons and olives and
green peppers. Qadri, you used to enjoy it when we made
pickles and you helped with the lemons.

Qadri said bitterly:

— We used (o love it when we were small, for no good
reason.

Adham returncd the jug to its place and asked:

— What'’s the matter with you today? Who do you think you
are — the hero Abu Zayd?

Qadri laughed and made no answer, but Humaam said:

— Market day is near; we must sort out the sheep.

His mother nodded in agreement, but his father spoke to
Qadri again:

— Qadri, you mustn’t be such a ruffian. Whenever I meet
anybody who knows you, he complains to me about you. I'm
afraid you may end up living like your uncle.

— Or like my grandfather!

Adham’s eycs blazed with anger.
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— Don’tsayanything bad aboutyour grandfather. Haveyou
ever heard me talk that way? Besides, he’s never done you any
wrong.

Qadri protested vigorously.

— As long as he wrongs you he’s wronging us.

— Shut up! Do us a favor and keep quiet.

— Because of him we’'re fated to live like this, and so is our
uncle’s daughter.

— What's she to us? Her father was the cause of the disaster.

Qadri bellowed:

— I'meanit’s notrightfor awoman of our blood to grow up
out in this desert. Tell me; who is this girl going to marry?

— Let her marry the Devil himself. She’s no business of
ours. She must be a beast of prey like her father.

He looked at his wife for support. Umayma echoed him.

— Yes, like her father.

Adham spat.

— Damn her and her father!

Humaam said:

— Isn’t this talk going to spoil our breakfast?

Umayma spoke gently:

— It's not that bad. The best times are when we're all
together.

Atthatmomenttheyheard Idrees roaring curses and insults
at the top of his voice. Adham said in disgust:

— The dawn prayer has begun.

He took a last mouthful and left the table. He went to his
barrow and set off with it, calling out: ‘Look after yourselves.’
They said goodbye, and off he went to Gemalia. Humaam
stood up and went down the path to the goat pen. Soon the
sheep and goats were bleating, and their hooves pattered as
they filled the path on their outward journey. Qadrigot up too
and picked up his stick. He waved goodbye to his mother and
caught up with his brother. When they neared Idrees’s hut he
stood in their path and asked sarcastically:
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— How much a head, young man?

Qadri studied him with curiosity while Humaam avoided
looking at him. Idrees asked:

— Will neither of you sons of the cucumber merchant be
good enough to answer me?

Qadri answered sharply:

— If you want to buy, go to the market.

Idrees guffawed.

— And if I decided to take one by force?

Hind'’s voice came from inside the hut:

— Father, we don’t want any scenes.

He answered her playfully:

— You mind your own business and leave the slave’ssons to
me.

Humaam said:

— We don’t getin your way; don’t get in ours.

— Oh! The voice of Adham! You should be in with the
sheep, not behind them.

Humaam said defiantly:

— My father ordered us not to answer your mockery.

Idrees laughed loudly.

— God bless him! But for these orders of hisyou’d surely be
lost. (Then, putting on a harsh tone:) But it’s only thanks to my
name that anybody respects you two. God damn you all! Get
out of my sight!

They went on their way, twirling their sticks from time to
time. Humaam remained pale with emotion. He said to Qadri:

—Thatmanisdespicable. Even at this time of day hisbreath
reeks of wine.

They were following their flock into the desert. Qadri said:

— He talks a lot, but he hasn’t lifted a finger to harm us.

Humaam denied this hotly:

— On the contrary, he has stolen sheep from us more than
once.
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— He’s a drunkard, but unfortunately he is our uncle; we
Jjust have to accept that.

Theyweressilent for a while as they made for the bigrock. A
few clouds floated in the sky and sunshine drenched the
endless sands. Humaam could no longerbear to hide what he
wanted to say:

— You'll be making a big mistake if you join his family.

Qadri’s eyes flashed with anger. He shouted:

— Don’t you try to tell me what to do; your father is bad
enough.

Humaam was still smarting from Idrees’s insults.

— Owr life is full of troubles; don’t make them worse.

Qadri yelled:

— I hope they’ll destroyyou — these troublesyou create for
yourselves. As for me, I shall do what I like.

They hadbynowreached grazing ground. Humaam turned
to his brother and said:

— Don’t you think you're running away from the conse-
quences of what you're doing.

Qadri seized him by the shoulder and shouted:

— You’'re just jealous, that’s all.

Humaam was amazed. His brother’s words had taken him
by surprise, though he was used to his sudden outbursts. He
freed his shoulder from Qadri’s grip, exclaiming:

— God help us!

Qadri folded his arms and shook his head scornfully.
Humaam went on:

—Thebestthing I candoisleave youalonetillyou'resorry;
you won't own to your mistake — not till it’s too late.

He turned away and headed for the shady side of the rock.
Qadri stood scowling under the hot rays of the sun.
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Adham and his family were sitting in front of the hut, eating
supper bythe faint light of the stars, when there came an event
suchas had notbeen seenin the desert since the expulsion of
Adham. The gates of the Great House opened, and out came
afigure bearing a lamp. All eyes were raised in astonishment
and, tongue-tied, they followed the lamp as it moved through
the darkness like a will o' the wisp. When it was half way to the
hut, their gaze fixed on the bearer, examining it by the light of
thelamp, tillAdham whispered: ‘It’s Kareem, the gatekeeper.’
Their amazement grew when they saw for certain that he was
heading for them. They all stopped dead, some with food in
their hands and some with unchewed mouthfuls. The man
reached them and stood with hand raised, saying:

— Good evening, Mr. Adham!

Adham trembled at the sound he had not heard for twenty
years. It brought back from the far reaches of his memory his
father’s deep voice, the scent of jasmine and henna, longings
and sorrows. The earth seemed to tremble with him. He
fought back his tears as he said:

— Dear old Kareem! Good evening!

The gatekeeper spoke with undisguised emotion:

— I'hope you and your family are well.

— Quite well, Kareem, thank God.

Kareem said kindly:

— I'wish I could tell you all that’s on my mind, but I have
been charged only to inform you that my noble master sum-
mons your son Humaam to meet him at once.

There was silence. They exchanged glances, and confusion
overcame them. A voice asked:

— Only Humaam?

They turned resentfully to see Idrees listening nearby.
However, Kareem did not answer him, but raised his hand in
salute and went back towards the Great House, leaving them
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all in the dark. Idrees was enraged and shouted after him:

— Areyou going to leave me without an answer, you son of
a bitch?

Qadri recovered from the shock and asked furiously:

— Why only Humaam?

Idrees echoed him:

— Yes, why only Humaam?,

Adham spoke to him, perhaps finding an outlet for his
emotion.

— Go home and leave us in peace.

— Peace? I'll stand where I please.

Humaam looked up at the Great House in silence, his heart
beating so hard that he imagined it would echo back from
Jebel Muqattam. His father said with resignation:

— Go to your grandfather, Humaam, go in peace.

Qadri turned to his father and asked defiantly:

— And me? Am I not your son just as much as he?

—Don’ttalklikeIdrees, Qadri. Of course you're myson just
as much as he. I'm not to blame; I didn’t issue the invitation.

Idrees contradicted him:

— But it’s in your power to refuse this discrimination
between brothers.

— This is no business of yours. Humaam, you must go.
Qadri’s turn will come, I'm sure of that.

Idrees turned to go, saying:

— You'reanunjustfather, likeyourown father. Poor Qadri!
Why should he be punished without having done wrong? But
in our family, curses always fall on the best members first. God
really has damned this crazy house.

He left, and the darkness swallowed him up. At that Qadri
cried out:

— You're being unjust to me, Father!

— Don’t repeat his words. Come here, Qadri; and you,
Humaam, go.

Humaam spoke with anguish:
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— I wish my brother was coming with me.

— He'll follow you soon cnough.

Qadri shouted furiously:

— What's this injustice? Why has he preferred him to me?
He doesn’t know him any more than he knows me, so why does
he pick him for an invitation?

Adham gave Humaam a push saying: ‘Go!’ and Humaam
left.

Umayma murmured:

— Take care of yoursell.

Weeping, she took Qadri in her arms, but he broke away
from her and set off in his brother’s footsteps. Adham called
after him:

— Come back, Qadri! Don’t gamble with your future.

Qadri said angrily:

— No power on carth will bring me back.

Umayma’s wails grew louder, and the younger children
inside cried. Qadri strode out till he caught up with his
brother. Nearby in the darkness he saw the figure of Idrees
leading Hind along by the hand. When they reached the gate,
Idrees pushed Qadri to the left of Humaam and Hind to his
right and withdrew a [ew paces, shouting:

— Open up, Karcem! The grandchildren have come to
meet their grandfather.

The gate openced and on the threshold appeared Kareem,
lamp in hand. He said politely:

— Please comece in, Mr [lumaam.

Idrees yelled:

—And thisis his brother Qadri, and thisis Hind, theimage
of my mother who dicd of grief.

Kareem said politcly:

— You know, Mr. Idrees, that nobody enters this house
without permission.

He beckoned to Humaam, who entered. Qadri followed,
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taking Hind by the hand, but avoice that Idrees knewboomed
out sternly from the garden:

— Go inyour shame, you two.

Their feet stayed as if nailed to the ground. The gate swung
to. Idrees rushed at them, seized them by the shoulders and
asked in a voice trembling with rage:

— What shame does he mean?

Hind screamed with pain, while Qadri twisted suddenly
towards Idreesand freed himselfand Hind from hisgrip. Hind
turned and fled into the darkness. Idrees stepped quickly
back, then aimed a blow at Qadri. The young manstood up to
it in spite of its force and punched back even harder, and they
let fly, exchanging punches and kicks with savage brutality at
the foot of the wall of the Great House, Idrees yelled:

— I'll kill you, you son of a bitch.

Qadri shouted:

— T'll kill you before you can kill me.

They exchanged blows till the blood flowed from Qadri’s
mouth and nose. Adham came, running like a madman, and
shouted at the top of his voice:

— Leave my son alone, Idrees!

Idrees yelled with hatred:

— I’ kill him for his crime.

—Ishan’tletyou kill him. And ifyou doIshan’tletyoulive.

Hind’s mother came up wailing and shouted:

— Hind’srun away, Idrees; catch her before she disappears.

Adham threw himsell between Idrees and Qadri and yelled
at his brother:

— Come to your senses; you're fighting for no reason. Your
daughteris pure and untouched, butyou’ve terrified her and
she’s fled; catch her before she disappears.

He grabbed Qadri and hurried back with him, saying:

— Be quick! Your mother had passed out when I left her.

Asfor Idrees, he went offinto the darkness crying at the top
of his voice: ‘Hind! Hind!’

74



Adham

17*********************

Humaam followed Kareem up the path under its canopy of
jasmine, headingfortheveranda. Inthe garden, nightseemed
to be something new, soft, full of the scent of flowers and
fragrant herbs. Its loveliness pierced him to the heart. He was
overcome with feelings of wonder and longing and deep love
forthe place, and knew that he was enjoying the most precious
moments of his life. There was light behind the shutters on
some of the windows, and [rom the door of the great drawing
room arectangle oflight was caston theground in the garden.
His heart pounded as he imagined the life in the great rooms
behind the windows—wholivedthere and how. His heart beat
still harder as the wonderful garden impressed on him that he
was descended from the children of this house, a drop of its
life, coming to meet it [ace to face, in his plain blue jellabaand
his faded cap and with his bare feet.

They climbed the steps to the veranda and went to a little
door at theright-hand end, which opened on a staircase. They
went up in deathlysilence, till they reached along corridor lit
byalamp hanging [rom the carved ceiling. Theyheaded for a
big closed door half way along the corridor and Humaam said
to himselfwith emotion: ‘Somewhere in this corridor, perhaps
at this very spot at the Lop of the stairs, my mother stood twenty
years ago to guard the way. What a pathetic thought!’

Kareem knocked on the big door for permission to enter,
pusheditgently open, stood to one side and ushered Humaam
in. The young man went in, deliberate, polite and apprehen-
sive. He did not hear the door close behind him, nor was he
more than dimlyaware of the light that shone from the ceiling
and from the corners of the room. His whole attention fo-
cussed on the place where a man sat cross-legged on a divan.
He had never seen his grandfather before, but he could not
doubttheidentityolthe person seated before him. Who could
this giant be if not the forebear of whom he had heard such
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amazing things? He approached, and in the old man’s large
eyes he met a gaze that read all that was in his mind, though at
the same time it filled his heart with peace and calm. He bowed
so low that his forehead almost touched the divan, and held
out his hand. The old man gave him his hand, and he kissed
it with deep devotion and said, with unexpected boldness:

— Good evening, Grandfather!

The answer came in a powerful voice not without kindness:

— Welcome, my son; sit down!

Humaam went over to a chair to the right of the divan and
sat on the edge of it, Gebelaawi said:

— Sit back comfortably.

Humaamslid deep into the chair, his heart overflowing with
joy. His lips moved in a whisper of thanks, then there was
silence. For a long Lime he stared at the pattern in the carpet
at his feet, feeling the force of the gaze that was fixed on him,
justasone feels the force of the sun without looking atit. He
suddenly became conscious of the private chamber to hisright
and he glanced at the door fearfully and sadly. The old man at
once asked:

— What do you know about that door?

His limbs trembled and he marvelled at his observation. He
said boldly:

— I know it was the gateway to our sufferings.

— And what did you think of your grandfather when you
heard the story?

He opened his mouth to speak, but the old man added:

— Tell me the truth.

His tone had the effect of making Humaam say frankly:

— It seemed to me that my parents’ behavior was quite
wrong, but that their punishment was terribly harsh.

Gebelaawi smiled and said:

— That is morc or less what you feel. I hate lying and
deception, and that’s why I've expelled from my house all
those who have disgraced themselves.
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The tears came to HHlumaam's eyes. His grandfather wenton:
— You seem a decent boy; that’s why I've sent for you.
Humaam spoke through his tears:

— Thank you, sir!

His grandfather said quietly:

— I've decided to give you a chance that has not been
offered to anybody else [rom outside. Itis thatyoushould live
in this house and marry in it and begin a new life here.

Humaam’s heart raced, drunk with joy, as he waited for the
next phrase of this music. But the man spoke no more. After
hesitating a little, [lumaam said:

— Thank you for your kindness.

— You deserve it

The boy looked from his grandfather to the carpet, then
asked anxiously:

— And my family?

Gebelaawi said reproachfully:

— I've said quite clearly what I want.

Humaam implored him:

— They deserve your mercy and forgiveness.

Gebelaawi asked somewhat coldly:

— Didn’t you hear what I said?

— Yes indeed, but they are my mother and father and
brothers and sisters. My father is a man who...

— Didn’t you hear what I said?

There was anger in his voice. Silence fell. Then the old man
announced the end of the conversation by saying:

— Come back when you've said goodbye to them.

Humaam stood up and kissed his grandfather’s hand and
left. He found Kareem waiting to show him out, and he
followed in silence. When theyreached the veranda Humaam
saw a girl in the patch of light at the near end of the garden,
hurrying out of sight. He just saw the side of her face and her
neck and herslender [igure. His grandfather’s voice echoedin
his ears: “Live in this house and marry in it.” ‘Marry a girl like
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this one..? The life my father knew..! How has fate been so
cruelto him? Where has he found the courage to bear life after
that, behind his barrow? This chance is like a dream — my
father’s dream for twenty years. But what a load on my mind!’

18*********************

Humaam went back to the hut and found his family sitting
and watching for his return. They swarmed round him full of
questions. Adham asked anxiously:

— What happened, my son?

Humaam noticed Qadri’s swollen eye. He bent forward for
a closer look. Adham said sadly:

—There’s been a pitched battle between your brother and
that man.

He pointed towards Idrees’s hut which seemed to be sub-
merged in darkness and silence. Qadri said angrily:

— All because of the foul, lying accusation thrown at me
from inside the house...

Humaam pointed at Idrees’s hut and asked anxiously:

— What’s going on over there?

Adham said sadly:

— That man and his wife are searching for their runaway
daughter.

Qadri shouted:

— Who’s to blame il not that damned old monster?

Umayma implored him:

— Don’t talk so loud.

Qadri yelled [uriously:

— Whatareyoualraidabout? Nothing, exceptyourlonging
for a return that will never happen. Believe me, you aren’t
going to leave this hut till you die.
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Adham was enraged:

— That'’s enough nonsense. You’re mad. God! Didn’t you
want to marry that runaway girl?

— I shall marry her.

— Shut up! I'm sick of your stupidity.

Umayma said miserably:

— We can’t go on living next to Idrees after today.

Adham turned to Humaam and said:

— l'asked you what happened.

Humaam spoke in avoice that bore no trace of happiness:

— My grandfather has asked me to live in the Great House.

Adham waited for him to go on, but when his son said
nothing, he asked in despair:

— And us? What did he say about us?

Humaam shook his head sadly and whispered:

— Nothing!

Qadri laughed a poisonous laugh and asked sarcastically:

— And what has brought you back?

‘Yes indeed, what has brought me back? Only that happi-
ness was not made [or people like me.” Humaam said sadly:

— I made sure to remind him about you.

Qadri said resent[ully:

— Thank you, but what made him prefer you to us?

— You know it’s not my doing.

Adham said with a sigh:

— Without any doubt you're the best of us all, Humaam.

Qadri shouted bitterly:

— You're the one, Father, who never mentions that man
without some praisc he doesn’t deserve.

Adham said:

— You don’t understand anything.

— That man’s worse than his son Idrees.

Umayma said beseechingly:

— You'll break my heartifyou lock the door against yourself
just when there’s some hope.
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Qadri said contemptuously:

— There’s no hope except in this desert. Realize that and
relax. Give up hope of thatdamned house. I'm not afraid of
the desert; I'm not afraid even of Idrees. I can pay back his
blows many times over. Spit on that house and relax.

Adham wondered to himself: ‘Can life go on like this for
ever? Why have you raised our hopes, Father, before you're
ready to forgive us? What can soften your heart if all this time
has not softened it? What’s theuse of hope if all this suffering
has not made usfittobe forgiven by theonewelove?’ He asked
in a hopeless voice:

— Tell me what you’re thinking, Humaam.

Shamefaced, Humaam replied:

—Hesaid: ‘Come back whenyou’ve said goodbye tothem.’.

The darkness could nothide Umayma’sattemptstosmother
her sobs. Qadri asked evilly:

— What's keeping you?

Adham said firmly:

— Go in peace, Humaam, with our blessing.

Qadri said with mock seriousness:

— Go, you fine man, and don’t take any notice of anybody.

Adham shouted:

— Don’t insult your good brother.

Qadri said laughing.

— He’s the worst of us all.

Humaam shouted angrily:

— If I decide to stay it won’t be for yoursake.

Adham said [irmly:

— No; go without any hesitation.

Umayma spoke through her tears:

— Yes, go in peace!

— No, Mother, I'm not going.

Adham cried out:

— Are you mad, Humaam?
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— Not at all, Father. The matter needs thinking over and
discussing.

— It doesn’t need any such thing. Don’t make me bear
another offensc.

Humaam said with determination, pointing to Idrees’s hut:

— I think things are going to happen...

Qadri said scornfully:

— You're too weak to defend even yourself from harm, let
alone anybody else.

— I'd better just ignore what you say.

Adham spoke again hopefully:

— Go, Humaam.

Humaam moved towards the hut, saying:

— I'm staying with you.
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Only the afterglow of the sun remained. People were no
longer about, and Qadri and Humaam were alone with their
flock in the desert. In that wholedaytheyhad exchanged only
such words as their work made necessary. Qadri had beenaway
much of the time, and Humaam had guessed that he was
sniffing out news of I1ind. Ile had stayed alone near the sheep
and goats in the shadow of the big rock.

Suddenly Qadri asked Humaam provocatively:

— Tell me what you mean to do; are you going to your
grandfather, or aren’t you?

Humaam was annoyed.

— That’s my business.

Anger {lared up in Qadri’s heart, marking his face like the
shadows lengthening on Muqattam. He asked:

— Why have you stayed? When willyou leave? When will you
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have the courage to say what you mean to do?

— I've stayed to take myshare of the trouble you've caused
with your goings-on.

Qadri laughed cruelly:

— You say that to hide your jealousy.

Humaam shook his head in amazement and said:

— You deserve pity, not jealousy.

Qadri came closer to him, shaking with fury, and said in a
voice choking with rage:

— How I hate you when you pretend to be wise.

Humaam stared contemptuously at him but said nothing.
Qadri went on:

— People like you are an insult to life.

Humaam did not (linch under the stare that burned into
him, but said firmly:

— You know, I'm not alraid of you.

— Has the arch-villain promised to protect you?

— Anger makes you utterly despicable.

Suddenly Qadri hit him in the face. The blow did not catch
him off his guard and he hit back even harder, shouting:

— Don’t get any crazier!

Qadri bent down swiltly, picked up a stone and hurled it
with all his force at his brother. Humaam jumpedto dodgeit,
but it hit him on the forehead. He let out a cry and stood
rooted to the spot, anger still blazing in his eyes till suddenly
itwas gone like a [lame snuffed out, and they went quite blank,
as though turned inward. He swayed, then fell on his face.
Qadri’s mood changed at once. His rage evaporated, leaving
him like cold steel after the smelting, and fear gripped him. He
wished desperately that the prostrate man would get up or
move, but he did not. [-le bent over him and stretched out his
hand to shake him gently, but he did notrespond. He turned
him on his back to lift his nose and mouth out of the sand, but
he lay there motionless, his eyes in a fixed stare. Qadri knelt
beside him and began shaking him and rubbing his chest and
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hands, looking in panic at all the blood flowing from the
wound. He called hisname hopefully, but there was no answer.
His silence was so heavy and deep that it seemed to be part of
his being. Thisstillnesswasneither thatofaliving creaturenor
that of non-living matter; there was no feeling, nostirring, no
concern with anything. It was as though it had landed from
another world and had nothing to do with this world.

Qadriinstinctively knew death. He began tearing at his hair
in despair. He looked round fearfully, but nothingstirred save
the sheep and the insects, which took no interestin him. Soon
night would fall, and the darkness would deepen. He stood up
resolutely, took his stick,and wenttoa place between the rock
andtheJebel. He began digging, scooping the sand up with his
hands, working obstinately, with the sweat dripping from him
and his limbs trembling. Then he hurried back to his brother,
shook him and called him [or the last time, without hoping for
anyresponse, seized him by the ankles and dragged him offto
the grave. He stared at him, groaning, hesitated a while, then
heaped the sand over him. He stood wiping the sweat from his
face with the sleeve of his jellaba, then covered the patches of
blood with sand.

He threw himsell down exhausted, feeling all strength had
gone out of him. Ile wanted to cry, but the tears would not
come. He thought: ‘Death has defeated me.’ Uninvited, unin-
tended, it comes as it pleases. If only he could turn into a goat
and disappear in the flock, or into a grain of sand and be
buried in the ground! ‘As long as I can’t give back life, I can’t
claim to have any power. That sight will never leave my
memory. What I buried was neither living nor lifeless, but
something else that my hand has made.’
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Qadri came home driving the sheep and goats. Adham’s
barrow was not in its place. His mother’s voice called from
indoors:

— Why are you two late?

He shooed the flock into the path leading to their pen
saying:

— I fell asleep. Is Humaam not back yet?

Umaymaraised her voice above the noise of the two smallest
children:

— No! Wasn’t he with you?

He swallowed though his mouth was dry and said:

— He left me at midday without telling me where he was
going. I thought he’d come back here.

Adham had justarrived and was pushing the barrowinto the
yard. He asked:

— Did you quarrel?

— Never.

— I'think it must be you who made him leave, but where can
he be?

Umayma had come out into the yard, while Qadri had shut
the gate of the pen and was washing his hands and face in a
basin under the barrel. He had to face up to the situation. The
world had changed, but despair is a powerful force. He joined
his parents in the darkness, drying his face on a corner of his
jellaba. Umayma asked:

— Which way did Humaam go? He’s never been off like this
before.

Adham agreed with her:

— Yes; tell us how he went, and why.

Qadri’s heart pounded at the picture that sprang to his
memory, but he said:

— I'wasssitting in the shade of the rock. I happened to turn

84



Adham

and saw him setting o[ this way. I thought of calling him back
but didn’t.

Umayma was distraught.

— If onlyyou’d called him instead of letting your anger get
the better of you.

Adham looked anxiously into the surrounding darkness.
He saw a feeble light in the window of Idrees’s hut, which
showed that life was stirring there again, but he paid no
attention to it. His gaze [astened on the Great House, and he
asked:

— Do you think he’s gone to his grandfather?

Umayma rejected the idea.

— He wouldn’t do that without telling us.

Qadri said in a [aint voice:

— Perhaps shame prevented him.

Adham gave him a questioning look, alarmed by the lack of
scorn or enmity in his voice.

— We told him to go but he refused.

Qadri said weakly:

— IHe was embarrasscd Lo accept in front of us.

— That wouldn’t be like him. What'’s the matter? You look
sick.

Qadri protested.

— I had to do all the work by myself.

Adham cricd out wretchedly:

— I'm really worried.

Umayma said in a hoarse voice:

—I'll go to the Great House and ask about him.

Adham shrugged his shoulders hopelessly and said:

— Nobody will answer you, Little Mother. But I assure you
he didn’t go there.

Umayma sighed heavily and said:

— O God! I've never been so upset before. Do something!

Adham sighed loudly and said:

— Well then, let's look everywhere for him.
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Qadri said:

— Perhaps he’s on his way here.

Umayma exclaimed:

— We mustn’twait. (Then, overcome by anxiety, looking at
Idrees’s hut:) Can Idrees have waylaid him?

Adham said gruffly:

— Idrees’s enemy is Qadri, not Humaam.

— He wouldn’t hesitate to kill any of us. I'm going to see
him.

Adham prevented her [rom going, saying:

— Don’t make things any worse. I promise you, if we don’t
find him I’ll go to Idrees and to the Great House.

He peered anxiously at the shape of Qadri in the dark.
‘What’s he keeping so quiet about? Doesn’t he know more
than he's said? Where can Humaam be?’ Umayma made to
leave theyardand Adham hurried to her and caughtherbythe
shoulder. Justthen thegate of the Great House opened. They
watched and in a few moments Kareem’s form appeared,
heading towards them. Adham went out to greet him.

— My dear Kareem! Welcome!

The man saluted him and said:

— My noble master asks what is keeping Humaam.

Umayma said wretchedly:

— We don’t know where he is. We even thought he might
be with you.

— My master asks what’s keeping him.

Umayma cried out:

— God forbid what I suspect!

Kareem went away. Umayma'’s head started jerking aboutas
if she were going to have a fit. Adham led her to their room,
where the two little ones were crying. He shouted savagely:

—Don’tlcave thisroom. I'll come back with him, but mind
you don’t leave this room.

Hereturned to the yard and stumbled over Qadri, who was
sitting on the ground. He bent over him and hissed:
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— Tell me what you know about your brother.

He raised his head quickly, but something prevented him
from speaking. His father asked again:

— Qadri, tell me what you have done to your brother.

The young man spoke almost inaudibly:

— Nothing!

Adhamwentbackinsideandreturned withalamp which he
lit and stood on his barrow. Its light fell on Qadri’s face, and
he examined him fearfully, then said:

— I can see trouble in your face.

Umayma'’s voice came [rom inside but could scarcely be
heard above the noise of the two little ones. Adham shouted:
— Keep quiet woman! Die if you must, but die quietly!

He examined his son again. Suddenly his limbs trembled.
He took hold of the hem of Qadri’s sleeve and said in panic:

— Blood? What’s this? Your brother’s blood?

Qadri stared at his sleeve and could not help shuddering,
then hung his head in despair. By this movement he acknowl-
edged the truth. Adham pulled him to his feet and forced him
out with a violence he had never known before. A darkness
blacker than that of the night covered his eyes.

21**********************

Adham swept Qadri along saying:

— We must go by Derrasa Desert, so as not to pass Idrees'’s
hut.

Deeper and deeper into the darkness they plunged, Qadri
staggering slightly under his father’s grip on his shoulder. As
they hurried along, Adham asked in an old man’s voice:

— Tell me, did you hit him? What did you hit him with?
What state did you leave him in?

Qadri did not answer. Though his father’s gripwastight, he
hardly felt it. His agony was too intense to express. He wished
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the sun would never rise again. Adham went on:

— Have pity on me and speak. But you don’t know the
meaning of pity. I condemned myself to suffer the day I
fathered you. Curses have followed me for twenty years, and
here I am asking pity [rom somebody who doesn’t know any.

Qadri burst into Lears, and his shoulder shook in Adham’s
fierce grip. He sobbed so muchthatthe contagionreached his
father, but Adham said:

— Is that your answer? Why, Qadri, why? How could you?
Confess now in the darkness, before you see yourself by the
light of day.

Qadrishouted:

— May day never come!

— Weare the children of darkness; day will never dawn for
us. I used to think evil lived in Idrees’s hut; but here it is in our
own flesh and blood. Idrees mocks and drinks and brawls, but
in our family one person kills another. O God! Have you killed
your brother?

— Never!

— Then where is he?

— I didn’t mean to kill him.

Adham roared:

— But he’s dead.

Qadriburst into tears again and his father’s grip tightened.
‘So Humaam is dcad — the flower of life — his grandfather’s
favorite — as though hc had never been. But for this searing
pain, I wouldn’t have believed it.” They reached the big rock
and Adham asked in a harsh voice:

— Where did you leave him, you criminal?

Qadri went to the place where he had dug his brother’s
grave and stood beside it, between the rock and the Jebel.
Adham asked:

— Where’s your brother? I see nothing.

Qadri said almost inaudibly:

— Here’s where I buried him.
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Adham shouted:

— You buried him?

He took a box of matches from his pocket, lit one and
examined the ground by its light, till he saw a patch that had
been disturbed, with the trail left by the corpse leading up to
it. He groaned with pain and began scraping the sand away
with trembling hands. He worked on, in despair, till his fingers
touched Humaam's head. He fumbled his way to the sides of
the corpse and lifted it gently. He fell on his knees beside it,
placing his hands on is head, his eyes closed in hopeless
misery, moaning [rom the depth of his being. He murmured:

— My forty years of life seem like a long illness as I kneel
beside your body, my son.

Qadri was standing on the other side of the corpse. Sud-
denly Adham stood up, looking at him with blind hatred, and
said in a savage voice:

— Humaam will go home on your shoulders.

Qadri was horrified and began to retreat, but Adham
rushed round the corpse, caught him by the shoulder and
yelled:

— Carry your brother!

Qadri groaned:

— I can’L

— You were able to kill him...

— I can’'t, Father.

—Don’t call me ‘father’; a man who kills his brother has no
father, no mother, no brothers.

— I can’t.

He tightened his grip on him and said:

— A murderer must carry his victim.

Qadri tried to twist out ofhis grip, but Adham would notlet
him. In a frenzy, Adham rained blows on his face, but he
neither dodged them nor gave voice to the pain. Adham
stopped, then said:

— Don’t lose any time; your mother is waiting.
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Qadri shuddered at the mention of his mother and said:

— Let me disappear.

Adham pulled him towards the corpse saying:

— Come, let’s carry him together.

Adham turned to the corpse and placed his hands under
Humaam’s armpits while Qadri bent down and took his legs.
They lifted the body together and went slowly into Derrasa
Desert. Adham was so deep in painful thoughts that he lost all
sensation, but Qadri went on suffering from a palpitating
heart and trembling limbs. His nose was filled by a pungent,
earthy smell, while the [eel of the corpse crept up through his
arms and into his heart. The darkness around them was thick,
while on the horizon glimmered the lights of the unsleeping
town. Qadri felt that his despair was taking his breath away. He
stopped and said:

— I'll carry the body alone.

He putone arm underitsbackand one underits thighs, and
walked on with Adham following.

22**********************

When they neared the hut they heard Umayma’s voice
asking anxiously:

— Have you found him?

Adham ordered her:

— Go inside ahcad of me.

He went before Qadri to the hut to make sure she was out
of sight. At the door Qadri stopped dead. His father motioned
him to go in but he refused, saying in a whisper:

— I can’t face her.

His father whispered angrily:
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— You were able to do something much worse.

But Qadri stayed where he was.

— No, this is worse.

Adham pushed him firmly in front of him, forcing him to
move into the outer room. Then Adham sprang on Umayma
and with his hand stifled the scream that was about to break
from her lips. He said harshly:

— Don’t scream, woman. We mustn’t attract any attention
till we’ve sorted things out. Let’s bear our fate patiently and
suffer in silence. The cvil was born of your womb and myloins.
The curse lies on us all.

He held her mouth tight. She tried in vain to free herself
from his hand. She attempted to bite him, but could not. Her
breathing became irregular, her strength left her and she
fainted. Qadri stood holding the body, silent and ashamed,
staring at the lamp to avoid looking at her. Adham turned to
him and helped him to lay the body on the bed, then covered
it tenderly. Qadrilooked at his brother’s corpse lying under its
sheet on the bed they had shared all their lives, and he knew
that there was no longer any place for him in this house.
Umayma moved her head and opened her eyes. Adham
hurried over to her, saying firmly:

— Mind you don’t scream.

She made to get up and he helped her, warning her not to
make any noise. She tried to throw herself on the bed, but he
prevented her. She stood, defeated. Thenshe beganrelieving
her feelings by tearing out her hair, handful after handful.
Adham did not care what she did, but said roughly:

— Do what you like, but do it silently.

She said hoarsely:

— My son! My son!

Adham said quietly:

— This is his body; it is no longer your son nor my son. And
this is his murderer; kill him if you like.

Umayma beat her cheeks and said to Qadri savagely:
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— The vilest animal doesn’t do what you have done.

Qadri hung his head in silence, and Adham said:

— Is his life to be lost for nothing? In justice,you should not
live.

Umayma cried out:

— Yesterday hope dawned. We told him to go but he
refused. If only he’d gone! If he hadn’t been kind and noble
and generous he would have gone. Is this murder his reward?
How could you do it, you stone-hearted brute? You aren’t my
son any more, and I'm not your mother.

Qadri uttered not a word, but he said to himself: ‘I killed
him once but he is killing me everysecond. I'm not alive. Who
says I'm alive?’

Adham asked him roughly:

— What shall I do with you?

Qadri said calmly:

— You said [ should not live.

Umayma cried:

— How could you bring yourself to kill him?

Qadri said hopelessly:

— It's no use being sorry. I'm ready to be punished. Death
will be easier than what I'm suffering.

Adham said angrily:

— But you've made our life worse than death too.

Umayma beat her cheeks and exclaimed:

— I hate this life. Bury me with myson. Whydon’tyoulet me
howl? ’

Adham said with scorn and bitterness:

— Its not your vocal chords I'm worried about; I'm afraid
éxat devil might hear us.

Qadri said:

— Let him hear what he likes; I don’t carefor life any more.

At that moment Idrees’s voice came from near the front
door:

— Brother Adham! Come here you poor thing.
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They all shuddered and Adham shouted:

— Go home, and mind you don’t provoke me!

Idrees replied in a loud voice:

— What a dreadlul business! Your trouble has saved you
from my anger. But let’s not talk like this. We’re both afflicted.
You'’ve lost your dearest, most precious son, and I've seen my
only daughter vanish. Our children were our comfort in our
exile, and they’ve gone. Come, my poor brother, let’s comfort
one another.

So the secrct was out! ITow? All at once Umayma was afraid
for Qadri. Adham said:

— Your gloating doesn’t bother me. It’s nothing beside my
agony.

Idrees protested:

—Gloating! Don’tyou know I cried when I sawyou pull the
body out of the grave Qadri had dug for it?

Adham shouted [uriously:

— Lousy spy!

— Ididn’tonlycry for the victim but for the murderer too,
and I said to mysell: ‘Poor, poor Adham; you’ve lost two sons
in one night’.

Umayma began to howl], taking no notice of anyone, and
Qadri rushed suddenly out of the hut. Adham ran after him,
and Umayma wailed:

— I don’t want to lose both.

Qadri tried to attack Idrees, but Adham pushed him away,
then faced his brother defiantly and said:

— Don'’t provoke us!

Idrees said calmly: ~

— You're a fool, Adham; you can’t tell a friend from an
enemy. You attack your brother to defend your son’s mur-
derer.

— Get away from me!

Idrees laughed.

— As you wish. Accept my condolences; and goodbye!
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Idrees disappeared into the night. Adham turned to find
Qadri, and there was Umayma asking where he was. Adham
wasalarmed andstarted peering into the darkness and calling
at the top of his voice:

— Qadri! Qadri! Where are you?

He heard Idrees echoing loudly:

— Qadri! Qadri! Where are you?

23*********************

Humaamwasburiedinatombbelongingtothe TrustatBab
el-Nasr. His funeral was attended by many acquaintances of
Adham, most of them fellow traders, a few of them customers
who liked his gentle character and straight dealing. Idrees
took it upon himsell to attend the funeral; more than that: he
stood receiving condolences as uncleofthedeceased. Adham
disapprovedinsilence. Thefuneral processionincluded many
strongmen, procurers, thugs, thieves and bandits. At the
burial, Idrees stood over the tomb, encouraging Adham with
words of comfort which he endured patiently, making no
answer, the tears rolling down his cheeks. Umayma gave vent
to her grief by wailing and beating herself and rolling in the
dust.

When the people had gone, Adham turned to Idrees and
said angrily:

— Is there no limit to your cruelty?

Idrees pretended to be taken aback and asked:

— What are you talking about, my poor brother?

Adham said sharply:

— I never imagined you could be as cruel as this, however
badly I thought of you. Death is the end for each of us; how can
you gloat over it?
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Idrees struck his hands together in a gesture of disbelief.

— Grief has made you forget your manners, but I'll forgive
you.

— When will you realize that we're no longer joined by any
tie?

— Merciful heavens! Aren’t you my brother? That’s a tie
that can’t be broken.

— Idrees! You’ve tormented me enough.

—Griefisugly, butwe’rebothafflicted. You've lost Humaam
and Qadri, and I've lost Hind. The great Gebelaawi’s got a
fornicating granddaughter and a killer grandson. Anyway,
you're better off than me; you have other children to make up
for what’s happened.

Adham asked miserably:

— Are you still jealous of me?

— Idrees jealous of Adham?!

Adham roared:

— If your punishment is not as bad as your deeds, the world
is done for.

— Done for... done for...

Painful days passed, full of sorrows. Griefovercame Umayma
and her health worsened and she wasted away. In a few years
Adham had aged more than most men do in a long life. The
couple constantly suffered [rom frailty and sickness. One day
they both feltveryill and retired to bed, Umaymain the inner
room with her two youngest children, and Adham in the outer
room that had belonged to Humaam and Qadri. The day
passed and night fell, but they lit no lamp. Adham was content
with the moonlight coming in from the yard. He dozed for
short spells, half waking bectween them. He heard the voice of
Idrees outside asking sarcastically:

— Do you need any help?

He was upset and did not answer. He used to dread the hour
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when Idrees left his hut for his nights out. He heard the voice
again saying:
— Let every one witness my devotion and his obstinacy!
Idrees went off singing:

Three of us hunt in the Jebel above;
Longing kills one and the next falls to love.

Adham’s eyes filled with tears. ‘This evil that never stops
taunting, fighting, killing, tossing aside all respect, acting
harshly and tyrannically, mocking at the consequences, and
laughing till the horizons echo! It torments the weak, enjoys
funerals, sings over tombstones. | am near to death andstillhe
mocks me with his laughter. The murderer has vanished and
his victim lies in the dust, and in my hutwe cry for them both.
Time has turned the laughter of childhood in the garden to
frowns and tears. What’s left of my bodyis filled with pain. Why
all this suffering? Where oh where is the happiness of our
dreams?’

Adham imagined he heard footsteps, slow and heavy. Sub-
merged memories flooded back like a wonderful but elusive
fragrance. He turned his head towards the door of the hut and
saw it open. Then the doorway seemed to be filled by a huge
person. He gazed in astonishment and with a mixture of hope
and despair. He sighed deeply and murmured:

— Father?!

It seemed that he heard the old voice saying:

— Good evening, Adham!

His eyes swam with tears and he tried to stand up but could
not. He felt a joy he had not known for over twenty years. He
said in a quavering voicec:

— Let me believe...

— You cry, but you are the one who did wrong.

Adham said in a tcarful voice:

— It was a terrible wrong but a terrible punishment. Still,
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even insects don’t lose hope of finding shelter.

— And so you teach me wisdom?!

— Forgive me! Forgive me! I'm crushed by sorrow and
illness. Even my sheep are threatened with destruction.

— How good of you to be afraid for your sheep.

Adham asked hope[ully:

— Have you [orgiven me?

e answered alter a pause:

— Yes.

Adham’s wholc body trembled as he exclaimed:

— Thank God! A little while ago I was touching the pit of
hell.

— And now you've found the way out?

— Yes, like a clear sky alter a nightmare.

— Because of that you're a good son.

Adham sighed and said:

— I'm the father ol a murderer and his victim.

— The dead can’t come back. What do you want?

Adham groancd and said:

— T used to long for the music in the garden, but today
nothing would seem good (o me.

— The Trust will be for your descendants.

— Thank God!

— Don’t tire yoursell; try to sleep.

Within a short time of one another Adham and Umayma
and then Idrees passcd away. The children grew up, and after
a long absence Qadri returned with Hind and their children.
They grew up sidc by side, inter-married and increased their
numbers. The settlement expanded, thanks to money from
the Trust, and our Alley came into existence. From these
ancestors are descendcd its people.
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24*********************

The Trust’s houses were built in the two rows that form our
Alley. Theystartin [ront ol the Great House and run westward
towards Gemalia. As for the Great House, it stands isolated on
all sides where the Alley meets the desert. Gebelaawi Alley is
the longest in the district. It consists mostly of tenement-
houses like those of Hamdaan’s sector, but there are plenty of
hovels in the half nearer Gemalia. To complete the picture
Trustee’s House must be mentioned, standing at the top of the
right-hand row, and Strongman’s House facing it on the left.

The gates of the Great House were closed on its master and
his trusted servants. Gebelaawi’s sons had died young, and the
only surviving descendant of those who had lived and died in
the Great House was the then Trustee, known as ‘the Effendi’.
As for the people of the Alley in general, some of them were
street traders, and there were also shopkeepers and cafe
owners, but a great many were beggars. There was a general
trade in drugs, especially hashish, opium and aphrodisiacs, in
which anyone who was able took part.

The Alley was — as it still is — full of crowds and noise. In
every corner urchins played barefoot and almost naked, filling
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the air with their squeals and covering the ground with their
filth. In every doorway women clustered, one chopping jute
leaves, another peeling onions, another lighting a brazier, all
gossiping and joking — and, when need be, cursing and
swearing. There was an unending din of singing and crying,
the insistent beat of the exorcist’s drum, the rumble of bar-
rows, the cries as people fought with words or with fists, the
miaowing of cats and the growling of dogs, often scrapping
over heaps of garbage. In every yard and along every wall
scurried rats and mice, and it was not uncommon for people
toband together to kill asnake or scorpion. Asfor the flies they
were rivalled in numbers only by the lice, and they ate from
everyone’s plate and drank from everyone’s mug, played
round every eye and buzzed into every mouth, as if they were
people’s closest [riends.

Ifayoung man happenedtobe bold or muscular, in no time
hewasattacking decent people and bullying peaceful citizens,
making himself the strongman of one of the sectors of the
Alley, extorting protection money from the hard-working,
living for trouble. Such men were Qidra and ‘Lionheart’,
Barakaat, Hamooda and ‘Quicksilver’. One of them,
‘Thudclub’, fought with one after another, till he had beaten
them all and become Strongman of the Alley, making all the
others pay him protection money. The Effendi —the Trustee
—saw that he needed aman like this to carry out his ordersand
to ward off any thrcatened danger. He took him into his
confidence and gave him a large salary out of the revenues of
the Trust. Thudclub set up house opposite the Trustee and
consolidated his power. The battles between strongmen be-
came rare because the Chief Strongman could not abide
contests that might lead to one of them gaining strength and
thus threatening his own position; and so they could find no
outlet for their bottled-up aggression other than the poor,
peaceable people.

How had our Alley come to this pass? Gebelaawi had
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promised Adham that the Trust would be used for the benefit
of his descendants. The tenement-houses were built, the
revenues were shared out, and the people enjoyed a period of
happiness. When the old man finally closed his doors and cut
himself off from the world, the Trustee followed his good
example for a while. Then greed took hold of him, and soon
he was keeping the income of the Trust for himself. He began
byfiddling the accounts and paring down the allowances, and
ended up by grabbing everything, confident in the protection
of the Chief Strongman whose allegiance he had bought.

After that the people could not avoid the vilest kinds of
work. Their numbers grew and their poverty increased and
they were plunged in misery and filth. The stronger took to
bullying, the weaker to begging and all of them to drugs. A
man would slave and suffer to earn afewmorsels which he then
hadtoshare with astrongman, inreturn not for thanks but for
cuffsandinsultsand curses. The strongmen alone lived in ease
and plenty, with their Strongman over them and the Trustee
over everybody, whilc the ordinary people were trodden un-
derfoot. If some poor man could not pay his protection
money, a strongman would take his revenge on the whole
sector, and if the victim complained to the Chief Strongman
then the Chief would beat him up and hand him back to his
localstrongman for arepeat of the lesson. If hetookitinto his
head to complainto the Trustee, then he would geta beating
from the Trustee and all the strongmen.

I myself have seen this wretched state of affairs in our own
day —afaithful image of what people tell us about the past. As
for the bards in the cafes up and down the Alley, they tell only
of the heroic times, avoiding anything that could offend the
powerful, singing the praisesofthe Trusteeand the strongmen,
and celebrating a justicewe never enjoy, amercywe never find,
a nobility we never meet with, a restraint we never see and a
fairness we never hear ol.

I ask myself what kept our forefathers, what keeps us, in this
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accursed Alley. The answer is simple: in any other we would
findonlyaworselifethanwe endure here—iftheirstrongmen
did not destroy us in revenge for the treatment they have had
from ours. Theworst of it is that we are envied. The people of
the neighborhood say: ‘What a fortunate alley! They have a
unique Trust and strongmen whose very name is enough to
make your flesh creep!” But we get from our Trust nothing but
trouble, and from our strongmen nothing but pain and
humiliation. Yet we stay, in spite of all that, and bear the
sorrow, looking towards a future that willcome no one knows
when. We point to the Great House, saying: ‘There is our
venerable Ancestor.’, and we point to the strongmen saying:
‘And these are our men. All things are in the hand of God.’

25*********************

The patience of Hamdaan’s people gave out and waves of
revolt swept through their sector. They lived at the top of the
Alley, next to the houses of the Effendi and Thudclub, around
the place where Adham had built his hut. Their head was
Hamdaan, the owner of a cafe, the best in the whole Alley,
which stood in the middle of the sector.

Hamdaan was sitting to the right of the entrance of his cafe,
wearing a grey cloak and with an embroidered turban round
his head. He kept an eye on Abdoon, the serving boy, who
scurried to and fro, and he exchanged news with some of the
customers. The cafe was narrow butran backalongwayto the
bard’s bench, which stood at the far end under an idealized
painting of Adham on his deathbed looking at Gebelaawi in
the doorway of the hut. Hamdaan signalled to the bard, who
took up his rebec and prepared to chant. To the drone of his
strings he began with a salute to the Effendi, ‘the man dearest
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to Gebelaawi’, and Thudclub, ‘the finest of men’, thenrelated
an episode of Gebelaawi’s life a little before the birth of
Adham. There were sounds of the slurping of coffee and tea
and cinnamon, and smoke rose from the hookahs and col-
lected round the lamp in wispy clouds. All eyes were on the
bard, and the listeners nodded their approval of the beauty of
thetelling or the soundness of the moral. Passions were roused
as the time of romance flowed towards its conclusion. Then
the listeners showered the bard with compliments. At that, the
groundswell of revolt welled up and swept over Hamdaan'’s
people. Blear-eycd ‘Mulehead’ spoke from his seat in the
middle of the cafe, [ollowing on from the storyabout Gebelaawi
that they had heard.

— There was some good in the world; even Adham was
never hungry, not even for a day.

Old Henna appeared at the door, lowering the basket of
oranges from her head. She said:

— Bless you, Mulehead! Your words are as sweet as my
oranges.

Hamdaan scolded her:

— Go away, woman, and spare us your blabber.

But Hennasat down on the floor in the doorway of the cafe.

— How nice it is to sit beside you! I've been tramping
around calling my wares all day and half the night, and all for
a few piasters.

Hamdaan was about to answer her when he saw ‘Dumpling’
arriving with a scowl on his dust-covered face. He watched him
coming till he stood in the doorway of the cafe and shouted:

— Damn that tyrant, Qidra! Qidra’s the worst tyrant of all.
I asked him to let me put off payment for a day, so that God
could provide, and he threw me down and knelt on my chest
till I couldn’t breathe.

From the back ol the cafe came the voice of ‘Digger’:

— Come and sit beside me, Dumpling. God almighty damn
the bastards! We’'re the rightful masters of this Alley, yetwe're
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beaten like dogs. Dumpling can’t find the money for Qidra,
and Hennagoes aboutselling oranges, though she can’tsee an
arm’s length in front of her. Where’s your courage, Hamdaan,
son of Adham?

Dumpling looked towards the doorway, and Henna echoed:

— Where’s your courage, son of Adham?

Hamdaan shouted:

— Be off with you, Henna! You're fifty years too old for
marriage; why are you so keen on talking to us men?

She jeered:

— What men?

Hamdaan frowned, but Hennaspokeagain before he could,
and seemed apologetic:

— Let me hear the bard, sir.

Digger said bitterly to the bard:

— Tell her how Hamdaan’s people have been trampled on
in this Alley.

The bard smiled and said:

— Careful, Digger; careful, master!

Digger protested:

— Who's the master round here? The master beats people,
bullies people, murders people; you know who the master is!

The bard said anxiously:

— And what if we suddenly find Qidra or another of those
devils standing in the middle of us?

Digger said sharply:

— They're all children of Idrees.

The bard said in a hushed voice:

— Careful, Digger, or we’llfind the cafe tumblingaboutour
ears.

Digger rose from his seat, strode up the cafe and sat down
to the right of Flamdaan on his bench. He tried to speak but
his voice was drowned by the shouts of some urchins who had
descended like locusts outside, swearing at one another.
Digger yelled at them:
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— You little devils! Don’t you have any holes to bolt to at
night?

But they did not care what he yelled, and he leapt up as if
stung by a scorpion and hurled himself at them. They ran off
down the Alley squealing. Women’s voices shouted from
windows opposite the cafe: ‘For God’s sake, Digger!” ‘You've
frightened the children.” He shook his fist furiously and went
back to his seat, saying:

—It’s enough to drive you to distraction; no peace from the
brats, no peace from the strongmen, no peace from the
Trustee!

Everyone agreed with this. Hamdaan’s people had lost their
rightful share of the Trust. Theywere dragged ever deeperin
filth and misery. They were in the power of a strongman who
was not even one of them but came from the lowliest sector:
Qidra, who stalked about proudly among them, beating up
whomever he wished and getting protection money as he
pleased.Andsothe patience of Hamdaan’speoplehadsnapped
and waves of revoltraged round them.

Digger turned to Hamdaan and said:

— We all agree, Hamdaan. We're your people, and there
are lots of us; our origin is well known, and our right to the
Trust is as good as that of the Trustee himself.

The bard moaned:

— O God, let this night pass safely!

Hamdaan drew the cloak round himself and his peaked
eyebrows bristled.

— We've said again and again, something must happen; I
smell it in the air now.

‘Lamplighter’ Ali called out his greetings as he entered the
cafe, gathering up the skirts of his jellaba, and with his grey cap
tilted over his forehead. In a moment he was saying:

— Everybody’s ready, and if it needs money everybody will
pay, even the beggars.

He squeezed in between Digger and Hamdaan, calling for
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teawithout sugar. The bard called his attention with a cough.
Lamplighter Ali smiled, slipped his hand into the breast of his
jellaba, pulled out a purse, opened it, and took out a small
package which he threw to the bard. Then he placed an
enquiring hand on Hamdaan’s thigh, and Hamdaan said:

— We’re heading for a trial.

Henna said:

— We’re doing the best thing.

But the bard said as he unwrapped the package:

— Think of the consequences.

Lamplighter Ali said sharply:

— Nothing could be worse than our present state,and there
are plenty of us, which should count. The Effendi can’t
pretend not to know where we come from and how closely
related we are to him and to the Founder of the Trust.

The bard gave Hamdaan a meaningful look.

— There’s no shortage of solutions.

Hamdaan said, as if to answer him:

— I have a daring idea.

All eyes were on him as he said:

— We should appeal to the Trustee.

Abdoon said as he brought Lamplighter’s tea:

— A great move! And after that there will be graves to dig.

Henna laughed and said:

— Listen! Out of the mouths of babes..!

But Hamdaan insisted:

— We must go; let’s all go together.

26********************

A great crowd of Hamdaan’s people, both menand women,
collected in [ront of Trustee’s House, headed by Hamdaan,
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Digger, Mulehead, Dumpling, Lamplighter Ali and Radwaan
the bard. Radwaan thought Hamdaan should go alone, to
avoid any appearance of rebellion and to guard against its
consequences; but HHamdaan said to him simply: ‘To kill me
would be easy, but to kill all my people is something they
cannot do.’

Thewhole Alley turned outtosee the crowd, especially their
closest neighbors. Women poked their heads out of windows,
eyes peered from under baskets and over barrows, and young
and old crowded round, asking each other what Hamdaan’s
people were aflter.

Hamdaan seized the brass knocker and banged on the gate.
After a little while it was opened by the gatekeeper with his
gloomy face, and the scent of jasmine wafted out. The
gatekeeper looked uneasily at the crowd and asked what they
wanted. Hamdaan [clt stronger for having his people behind
him. He said:

— We want an audience with his Honor the Trustee.

— All of you?

— None of us is better fitted to meet him than the others.

— Wait while I ask if you may come in.

He tried to close the gate, but Digger forced his way in,
saying:

— It will be more dignified if we wait inside.

The rest trooped in after him, and Hamdaan was carried
alongwith them in spite of hisannoyance at Digger’sinitiative.
The demonstrators moved along the trellised path through
the garden to the veranda. The gatekeeper shouted:

— You must get out!

Hamdaan said:

— Guests can’t be turned out. Go and tell your master.

The man glared and his lips moved in silent protest, then he
turned and hurried to the veranda. They followed him with
their eyes till he disappeared behind the curtain over the
doorway. Thensome kept their eyes fixed on the curtain while
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others let their gaze wander round the garden, taking in the
fountain ringed with palms, the trellised vines, the jasmine
climbing up the walls. They looked around, but with uneasy
feelings, and their eyes soon returned to the curtain over the
doorway of the drawing room.

The curtain was thrown back, and out stalked the Effendi
himself, scowling horribly. He came with short angry steps till
hestood at the top of the steps. All that could be seen of him
outside his bulky cloak was his furious face, his camel-hide
slippers and the long string of prayer-beads in his right hand.
Hecasta contemptuouslookat the demonstrators, then fixed
his eye on Hamdaan, who said very politely:

— A very good morning to you, your Honor.

He acknowledged the greeting with awave of his hand and
asked:

— Who are these people?

— Hamdaan’s people, your Honor.

— Who gave them leave to enter my house?

Hamdaan said cunningly:

— Its their Trustee’s house, so it’s their house as they’re
under his protection.

The Effendi’s expression did not soften, and he said:

— Are you trying to make excuses for your bad manners?

Digger was annoyed by Hamdaan’s politeness and said:

— We’re one family, we’re all children of Adham and
Umayma.

The Effendi said angrily.

— That’s ancient history. Thank God some people know
their place.

Hamdaan said:

— We suffer from poverty and ill treatment and we’ve
agreed that we should appeal to you to put an end to our
sufferings.

At this Henna said:
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— Upon my word, what we live on would disgust a cock-
roach.

Digger added, his voice rising:

— Most of us are beggars. Our children are hungry. Our
facessmart from the strongmen’sblows. Is that any way to treat
the children of Gebelaawi, who have a right to his Trust?

The Effendi’s hand tightened on his prayer-beads and he
shouted:

— What Trust is this?

Hamdaan tried to prevent Digger from speaking, but the
words poured out as il he were drunk:

— The great Trust! Don’t get angryyour Honor! The great
Trust that belongs Lo cverybody in our Alley from the highest
to the lowest, that includes every holding in the desert round
about: Gebelaawi’s Trust, your Honor!

Anger burned in the Effendi’s eyes, and he shouted:

— This is my father’s Trust and my grandfather’s; you have
no claim on it. You pass round your fairy stories and believe
them, but you have no proof — no evidence.

Several voices, including those of Digger and Henna, spoke
up clearly:

— But everybody knows.

— Everybody? What does that mean? If you all told each
other that my house belonged to one of you, would that be
enough to take my house [rom me, you fools? A real alley of
dope-heads! Tell me when one of you ever had a piaster of the
Trust’s revenue.

Silence reigned [or a while, then Hamdaan said:

— Our fathers used to receive...

— Can you prove it?

— They told us, and we believe them.

The Effendi shouted:

— Lies upon lies! Kindly leave, before I throw you out.

Digger said [irmly:

— Tell us about the Ten Clauses.
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The Effendi shouted:

— And why should I tell you about them? Who are you?
What have they to do with you?

— We should be beneficiaries of the Trust.

At this point the voice of Lady Hudaa, the Trustee’s wife,
came from behind the door:

— Leave them and come in; don’t make yourself hoarse
arguing with them.

Henna said:

— Use your good influence, madam.

Hudaa spoke in a voice that trembled with rage:

— You aren’t going (o get away with daylight robbery.

Henna said angrily:

— God forgive you, madam! The truth is with our Ancestor
who has locked the gates on himself.

Digger threw his head back and shouted thunderously:

— Gebelaawi, come and see the state we're in; you've left us
at the mercy of the merciless.

His voice echoed powerfully, so that some of them thought
it must havereached the old man in his house, but the Effendi
cried in a voice choking with fury:

— Get out! Get out at once!

Hamdaan said sadly:

— Come on then.

He turned and went towards the door and they followed
him silently, even Digger; but he raised his head and shouted
again with all his force:

— Gebelaawi!’

27*********************

Livid with rage, the Effendi went back into the drawing
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room, where he found his wife standing, a scowl on her face.
She said:

— Asstrange business, with worse to come! It’ll be the talk of
the whole Alley. If we don’ttake it seriously it’'ll be goodbye to
us.
The Effendi said with disgust:

— Scum and children of scum! And they want the Trust!
Who can know his origin in an Alley like a beehive?

— Have ashowdown. Call Thudclub and arrange things. He
takes a share of the revenue of the Trust without doing
anything in exchange; let him earn the money he’s stolen.

The Effendi gave her a long look, then asked:

— And Gebel?

She said confidently:

— Gebel! He's our foster child — my son. He knows no
home but ours. As for Ilamdaan’s people, he doesn’t know
them, and they don’t know him. And if they counted him as
one of them, that would only attach him still more to us. I'm
sure of him. He'llbeback [rom hisroundofthetenantsintime
for a meeting.

Thudclub came at the Trustee’s request. He was of middle
height, stockyand strongly built,with coarse, uglyfeatures and
scars on hisneckand chin. Theysatdown conspiratorially and
Thudclub said:

— I've heard bad ncws.

Hudaa said angrily:

— Bad news travels fast.

The Effendi looked craftily at Thudclub.

— We're as worried as you are.

Thudclub bellowed:

— Some time has passed since we used our cudgels or shed
any blood.

Hudaa smiled and said:

— What an arrogant lot, these people of Hamdaan! They
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haven't produced a single strongman and yet the lowest of
them thinks he’s lord of the Alley.

Thudclub said with disgust:

— Peddlers and beggars! A spineless people will never
produce a strongman.

The Effendi asked:

— And what'’s to be done, Thudclub?

— I'll crush them like cockroaches.

Gebel heard Thudclub’s words as he entered the hall. He
wasred in the face after histour in the desert. Youthful energy
pulsedin his tall, powerful body and in hisfacewith its strongly
marked features, especially his straight nose and his big,
intelligent eyes. He greeted the company politely and began
saying something about the tenancies that he had been deal-
ing with, but Hudaa cut him short, saying:

— Sit down, Gebel. We've been waiting for you because of
something terribly important.

Gebel sat down, his eyes reflecting the anguish in hers. She
said:

— I think you can guess what’s worrying us.

He said quietly:

— Everybody outside is talking about it.

She looked at her husband.

— You hear that? Everybody is waiting for our answer.

Thudclub’s face grew still uglier.

— Afire that can be put out with a handful of sand! I want
to get on with the job.

Hudaa turned to Gebel.

— Have you anything to say, Gebel?

He looked at the floor to hide his distress.

— It’s your problem and your solution.

— I need to know what you think.

He thought for a long time, conscious of the Effendi’s hard
stare and Thudclub’s angry gaze, then he said:

— I'have the good fortune to be your foster son, but I don’t
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know what o say. Its just that I'm one of Hamdaan'’s people.

Hudaa said sharply:

— Why do you mention Hamdaan when you have neither a
father nor a mother nor any relations among them?

The Effendi let out a grunt of scorn like a stifled laugh, but
said nothing. Gebel’s face showed that he was suffering real
pain, but he answered:

— My father and mother belonged to them; you can’t deny
1t

Hudaa said:

— What vain hopes | had of my son!

— God forbid! Muqattam itself couldn’t change my devo-
tion to you. But denying the truth doesn’t change it.

The Effendi stood up, his patience exhausted, and said to
Thudclub:

— Don’t waste your time listening to this rubbish!

Thudclub stood up, grinning, but Hudaa said to him,
glancing secretly at Gebel:

— Don’t be unreasonable, Thudclub, my dear sir; we want
them disciplined, not destroyed.

Thudclub left the hall, and the Effendi gave Gebel a re-
proachful look and asked sarcastically:

— So you're onc of HHamdaan'’s people, Gebel?

Gebel was silent, and Hudaa had pity on him and said:

— In his heart he’s with us, but it was too hard for him to
deny his origins in [ront of Thudclub.

Gebel said with feeling:

—Theyare wretched, although they have the noblest origin
of anybody in the Alley.

The Effendi yelled:

— An alley withoul any origins!

Gebel said earncstly:

— We are the children of Adham, and our Ancestor — God
preserve him — is still alive.

The Effendi asked:
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— Who can be sure that he’s the son of his father? There’s
no harmin a man saying he is from time to time, but it’s no
excuse torob others of their wealth.

Hudaa said:

— We mean them no harm as long as they don’t have
designs on our property.

The Effendi wanted to end the conversation, and said to
Gebel:

— Get back to work, and don’t bother your head with
anything else.

Gebel left the drawing room and went to the Trust office in
the garden house. He had torecord in the ledgers the number
oftenancies andto check thetotalsfor the month. But hisgrief
distracted him. It was strange that Hamdaan’s people did not
like him. He knew this, and remembered how coldly he had
been received in Hamdaan’s cafe the few times he had gone
there. In spite of that, he was upset by the trouble that was
being prepared for them; he would have loved to protect
them, if he had not been afraid of displeasing the home that
had adopted him, sheltered him and brought him up. What
would have become of him if Lady Hudaa had not given him
her love? Twenty years ago she had seen a naked child splash-
ing about in a pool of rainwater and had been charmed by the
sight. Being childless, she had been strongly attracted to him
and hadsentsomeone to bring himtoher, and he had come,
crying and afraid. She had inquired about him and learnt that
hewas an orphan looked after by awomanwho sold chickens.
Hudaa had sent for her and asked to be allowed to have the
child — an opportunity that the woman had been only too
happy to seize.

Thus Gebel had grown up in the home of the Trustee,
under whose protection he had enjoyed more motherly love
than any other child in the Alley. He had gone to school and
learnttoread and write,and when he hadreached manhood,
the Effendi had put him in charge of the Trust. Wherever
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there was Trust property they called him ‘your Honor’, and
looks of respect and admiration followed him wherever he
went. Life had seemed friendly and full of the promise of
happiness till Hamdaan’s people rebelled. Now Gebel found
hewas notone person, ashehadalwayssupposed, buttwo,one
loyal to his mother, the other asking in dismay: ‘And what
about Hamdaan’s people?’

28*********************

Therebec tuned up for the story of Humaam’s death at the
hand of Qadri. All eyes turned to Radwaan the bard with a
mixture of interest and anxiety. Tonight was not like other
nights; it concluded a day of revolt, and Hamdaan’s people
were asking themseclves whether it would end peacefully.
Darkness enfolded the Alley. Even the stars were hidden
behind autumn clouds, and no light showed except the glow
from shuttered windows and from afewbarrows, round whose
lanterns noisy urchins clustered like moths. Henna spread a
sack on the ground in front of one of the tenement-houses in
Hamdaan’s sector and sang: ‘At the gate of our Alley stands
Hassan’s cafe.’

There was caterwauling [rom tomcatsas theyscrapped over
food or [emales. The bard’s voice grew louder as he told how
Adham shouted in Qadri’s face: ‘What have you done to your
brother?’ Justat that moment Thudclubappearedin the circle
of light cast by the lamp of the cale, as suddenly as if the
darkness had been torn open toreveal him. He looked sinister
and threatening,ready to hate and be hated. His eyessparkled
with malice and he gripped his terrible cudgel. He glared
down at the people sitting in the cafe as if they were insects.

115



Children of Gebelaaur

The words died in the throat of the bard, and Dumpling and
Mulehead were roused from their stupor. Digger and
Lamplighter Ali stopped whispering and Abdoon ceased run-
ning to and fro. As for Hamdaan, his fist tightened on the tube
of the narghile. There was a deathly hush.

Therefollowed a flurry of movement. The clients who were
not Hamdaan’s people left hastily. The strongmen of the
various sectors arrived — Qidra, Lionheart, Quicksilver,
Barakaat and Hamooda — and lined up behind Thudclub.
The news spread quickly, as if a house had collapsed. Windows
were flung open, urchins camerunning, and people were torn
between anxiety and sadistic pleasure. Hamdaan was the first
to break the silence. He stood up to receive them.

— Welcome Thudclub, mydearsir, Strongman of our Alley!
Please sit down!

Thudclub ignored him as though he neither heard nor saw
him, but went on glancing cruelly around; then he asked
roughly:

— Who’s the strongman of this sector?

Hamdaananswered, though the question was not addressed
to him:

— Our strongman is Qidra.

Thudclub turned to Qidra and asked sarcastically:

— Are you the protector of Hamdaan’s people?

Qidra stepped forward — a short, squat man with a quarrel-
some face.

— I protect them against everybody except you, chief.

Thudclub smiled grimly.

— Couldn’t you find anything better than the women’s
sector to protect?

He shouted into the cafe:

— You women, you bastards; don’tyourealize that the Alley
has a Strongman?

Hamdaan spoke, his face drained of color:
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— Thudclub, my dear sir, there’s nothing but goodwill
between us and you.

Thudclub yelled:

—Shutup,youscabbyold fool! You lickmyboots now? After
the way you attacked your masters!

Hamdaan spoke in an agonized voice:

— There was no attack at all; it was a complaint that we
brought to his Honor the Trustee.

Thudclub shouted:

— You hear what the bastard says? Hamdaan, you stink.
Have you forgotten what your mother used to do? By God, not
one ofyouwill walk safelyin this Alley tillhe hasshouted at the
top of his voice: ‘I'm a woman’.

He lifted his cudgel quickly and brought it down hard on
the counter, scattering cups, mugs and spoons, tins of coffee,
tea, sugar, cinnamon and ginger, teapots and coffee jugs...
Abdoon sprang back, bumpedinto a table and fell over withiit.
Thudclub aimed a sudden blow at Hamdaan’s face; the man
lost his balance and fell sideways on to the narghile, smashing
it. Thudclub lifted his cudgel again, shouting:

— There’s no crime without punishment, you bastards!

Digger took a chair and hurled it at the big lamp, which
smashed, plunging the cafe into darkness just before the
cudgel crashed down on the large mirror behind the counter.
Henna screamed and the women of Hamdaan echoed her cry
from their windows and doorways. It was as if a gigantic dog was
howling in pain. Thudclub went berserk and let fly in every
direction, hitting pcople, walls, chairs. Screams, groans, shouts
for help followed, wave upon wave. Ghostly figures fled in all
directions, falling over one another. Thudclub thundered:

— Everybody is under house arrest!

They all hurried to carry out the order, whether they were
Hamdaan’s people or not. There was a stampede. Lionheart
brought a lamp, and its light revealed Thudclub surrounded
by the other strongmen in the deserted Alley, where all that

117



Children of Gebelaawi

could be heard was the wailing of women. Barakaat spoke,
laying on the flattery:

— Save yourself for more important things, chief; we’ll deal
with these cockroaches.

Quicksilver said:

— If you wanted, we’d make Hamdaan’s people into dust
for your horse to trample on.

Qidra, strongman of Hamdaan’s sector, said:

— Ifyou ask me to teach them a lesson it will be an honor
to serve you, chief.

Henna’s voice came from behind a door:

— Damn the tyrant!

Thudclub yelled at her:

— Henna, I challenge any man of Hamdaan to count the
number of men you've slept with.

Henna shouted:

— God is our witness: Hamdaan’s people are lords of the...

Her last words were stifled by a hand over her mouth.
Thudclubspoketothestrongmeninavoicethatwasmeantfor
Hamdaan’s people:

— If any man of Hamdaan leaves his tenement-house he’s
to be beaten up.

Qidra shouted:

— If anybody calls himself a man, let him come out!

Hamooda asked:

— And the women, chief?

— Thudclub dcals with men, not women.

Day dawned but not one of Hamdaan’s men left his tene-
ment-house. Each of the strongmen sat in front of the cafe in
his own sector watching the road. Thudclub patrolled the
Alley every few hours and people vied with one another in
greeting him and praising and flattering him: ‘By God, the
Strongman of our Alley is a lion.”, ‘Well done; you're a great
man, you've made [Hamdaan wear a yashmak.’, ‘Thank God
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you’ve brought down the stuck-up people of Hamdaan,
Thudclub.’, and no one was upset at all.

29*********************

‘Doyou like this tyranny, Gebelaawi?’ asked Gebel, lying on
the ground at the foot of the rock where the stories say Qadri
laywith Hind and where Humaamwas killed. He looked at the
sunset, but with eyes that saw only imperfection everywhere.
He was not one of those who seek solitude because of their
many worries, but lately he had beenfeeling an overwhelming
desire to be alone, for the fate of Hamdaan’s people had
shaken him to the core. Perhaps in the desert the voices that
tormented and reproached him would be silent, voices that
shouted from the windows as he passed: ‘Filthy traitor to
Hamdaan!’ and voices that cried from the depths of his own
being: ‘Life at the expense of others cannot be happy.’
Hamdaan's people were his people; his father and mother had
been born among them and buried in their tomb. They were
oppressed, horribly oppressed, and cheated of their property;
and by whom? By his generous patron, the man whosewif e had
picked him up [rom the mud and raised himtothelevel of the
peoplein the Great House.

‘Everything in the Alleyis run on a basis of terror, so itis not
surprising thatitslordsarc prisonersin theirhouses. Our Alley
has never known a day of justice or peace; its fate was sealed
when Adham and Umayma were driven out of the Great
House. Don’t you know that, Gebelaawi? It is plain that the
longeryou are silent the deeper the darkness. How long will
you say nothing, Gebelaawi? The men are under house arrest,
and the women risk every insult when they go out; and I
swallow the humiliation without a word. How strange that the
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people of our Alley should laugh! What are they laughing at?
They think the world of whoever wins victory and rejoice in
whoever is powerful, and they worship cudgels; and so they
hide the terror thatis in their hearts. We eat degradation with
every mouthfulin this Alley. Nobody knows when his turn will
come for the cudgel to crack down on his skull.’

He lifted his head to the sky and found it still, peaceful and
soothing, embellished by distant clouds, the last kites flying
away. There were no more people going about, and the hour
had come when insects settle. Suddenly Gebel heard a rough
voice shouting nearby: ‘Stop, you bastard!’. He was roused
from his thoughts and stood up, trying toremember where he
hadheardthatvoice before. He wentround Hind’srock to the
south side and saw one man fleeing frantically and another
about to catch up with him. He looked hard and recognized
themaninflightas Digger and his pursueras Qidra, strongman
of Hamdaan’s sector. He understood at once, and watched
anxiouslyas the chase drew nearer to him. In a moment or two
Qidra overtook Digger and grabbed him by the shoulder.
They stopped running, panting hard, and Qidra snarled with
what breath was left:

— How dare you leave your hole, you viper? You're not
going back in one piece.

Digger protected his head with both arms, yelling:

—Leave mealone, Qidra. You’re our strongmanandyou’re
supposed to defend us.

Qidra shook him till the turban fell from his head and
shouted:

— You know, you son of a bitch, that I'll defend you against
anybody except Thudclub.

Digger caughtsight of Gebeland recognized him. He called
out:

— Help me, Gebel, help me;you’re one of usmorethan one
of them.

Qidrarasped out defiantly:
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— Nobody can help you against me.

Gebel found himself walking over to them. He said calmly:

— Go easy on the man, Qidra.

Qidra stared at him coldly.

— I know what [ have to do.

— Maybec it was necessary for him to leave his house.

— It was his [ate that made him leave it.

He squeezed Digger’s shoulder till he moaned loudly, and
Gebel said sharply:

— Goeasyon him;can’tyou see he’s older and weaker than
you?

Qidra let go of Digger’s shoulder and punched him so hard
on the back of the head that he doubled up, then kneed him
in the back so that he [ell on his face. In a moment he was
kneeling on him, raining blows on him and hissing in a voice
full of hatred:

— Didn’t you hear what Thudclub said?

Gebel’s anger blazed up and he shouted:

— Damn you! And Thudclub! Let him go you shameless
monster!

Qidra stopped hitting Digger and raised an astonished face
to Gebel.

— Do you say that, Gebel? Didn’t you hear his Honor the
Trustee order Thudclub to teach Hamdaan a lessen?

Gcebel shouted still more furiously:

— Let him go, you shameless monster!

Qidra’s voice quivered with rage.

— Don’t get the idea your work in Trustce’s House will
protect you against me if you want your reckoning.

Gebelsprang athim asifhe were out of hismind, and kicked
him over sideways, shoulting:

— Get back to your mother while she still has you.

Qidra leapt up, scizing his cudgel from the ground, then
raised it quickly, but Gebel was too quick for him and punched
him hard in the stomach. He staggered about in agony, and
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Gebel seized this chance to snatch the cudgel from his hand
and stood watching him carefully. Qidra drew back two paces,
then bent down swiftly and grabbed a stone; but before he
could throw it, the cudgel cracked down on his head. He
screamed and spun round, then fell on his face, the blood
gushing from his forehead. Night was falling, and Gebel
looked round and saw nobody except Digger, who stood
brushing his jellaba and feeling hisbruises. Then he came over
to Gebel and said gratefully:

— I've been saved by a real brother, Gebel.

Gebel did not answer him, but bent over Qidra and turned
him on his back. He murmured:

— He’s out cold.

Digger bent over him too, then spat on his face. Gebel
dragged himright away, then bent over Qidra againandbegan
shaking him gently, but he showed no signs of reviving.

— What's wrong with him?

Digger bent over him again and put hisearto hischest, then
peered into his face and lit a match. Then he stood up and
whispered:

— He’s dead.

Gebel’s flesh crept and he said:

— You'’re lying.

— Dead as dead. I swear it on your head.

— How dreadful!

Digger made light of the matter:

— Think of all the people he’s beaten up or killed! Let him
goto Hell!

Gebel said sorrowfully, as though talking to himself:

— But I've never beaten or killed anybody.

— It was in self defence.

— But I didn’t mean to kill him; I didn’t want to.

Digger said seriously:

— You're tough, Gebel, you needn’t be afraid of them; why,
you could be a strongman if you wanted.
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-Gebel struck his forehead with his hand and cried out:

— Good grief! Have I become a murderer with the first blow
I struck?

— Cometo your senses. Let’s bury him now, otherwise there
will be trouble.

— There will be trouble whether we bury him or not.

—Idon’tcare. It’ll be the others next. Help me to bury this
brute.

Digger took the cudgel and began digging in the ground
not far from the spot where Qadri had once dug. Soon Gebel
joined him with a heavy heart. The work went on without a
word till Digger said, to lighten the load of Gebel’s feelings:

— Don’t be sad; killing in our Alley is as easy as eating palm
nuts.

Gebel sighed:

— I never wanted to become a murderer. O God! I didn’t
think I had such a temper.

When they had finished digging, Digger stood wiping his
forehead with the sleeve of his jellaba and blowing his nose to
getrid of the earthy smell that filled it. He said:

— This grave is big enough for that bastard and the other
strongmen too.

Gebel said resentfully:

— Respect the dead man; we all die.

— When they respect us alive we’ll respect them dead.

They lifted the corpse into the grave and Gebel put the
cudgel by its side. Then they heaped the earth over it. When
Gebel looked up he found that night had covered the world
andall thatstood on it, and he sighed deeply, holding back his
tears.
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‘Where’s Qidra?’ wondered Thudclub and the other
strongmen. Their colleague was no more to be seen in the
Alley than were the men of Hamdaan. Qidra had lived in the
sector next to that of Hamdaan. He was a bachelor and used
to spend nights out, not coming home till dawn or later. He
was often away for a night or two, but he had never been
missing for a whole week without anyone knowing where he
was. Itwasspeciallystrange during thisblockade which needed
his special watchfulness. Suspicion hung over Hamdaan’s
people and a search of their homes was decided. The
strongmen, led by Thudclub, burstintotheirtenement-houses
and searched them thoroughly from top to bottom, digging
up the yards from end to end. The men of Hamdaan metwith
every kind of humiliation, and not one escaped being kicked
or punched or spat on. But the searchers found nothing
suspicious. They went all along the fringe of the desert asking
for information, but no one could tell them anything of any
value.

Qidra remained the topic of conversation as the hookah
wentround at Thudclub’s hashish den under its vine trellisin
his garden. Darkness was all around, buta smalllamp stood on
the ground a couple of feet from the brazier, and by its faint
light Barakaat cut up and pressed the hashish and crumbled
the charcoalfor the pipe. The lamplight dancingin the breeze
flickered over the scowling faces of Thudclub, Hamooda,
Lionheart and Quicksilver, revealing the crafty looks behind
their puffy eyelids. The croaking of the frogs sounded like
muffled cries for help in the stillness of the night. Lionheart
asked as he took the pipe from Barakaat and passed it to
Thudclub:

— Where’s the man gone? The earth seems to have swal-
lowed him up.

Thudclub inhaled deeply, tapping the stem of the pipe,
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then breathed out a thick cloud of smoke and said:

— The earth has swallowed Qidra, and he’s slept in its
bowels for a week.

They all looked up anxiously at him, except Barakaat who
was absorbed in his work. Thudclub went on:

— A strongman doesn’t disappear without a reason; and I
know the smell of death.

After a fit of coughing that bent his back as a strong wind
bends a reed, Quicksilver asked:

— And who killed him?

— Amazing! Who else if not one of Hamdaan’s men?

— But they haven’t left their houses. And we’ve searched
them.

Thudclubstruck theside of his cushionwith his fistand said:

— What do the other people in the Alley say?

Hamooda said:

—The people in mysector say that Hamdaan had ahandin
Qidra’s disappearance.

—Listen,youdope-heads: ifthey’resaying one of Hamdaan’s
lot killed Qidra, it’s up to us toactasif he did.

— Even if the killer was from Otouf?

— Even if he was from Kafr el-Zaghari! It’s lessimportant to
punish the right man than to deter others.

Quicksilver exclaimed admiringly:

— Great God!

Lionheart shook the ash out in the brazier and passed the
pipe back to Barakaat, saying:

— God help you, Hamdaan!

Their harsh laughter blended with the croaking of the frogs
and they wagged their heads threateningly. A gust of wind
rattled the dry leaves. Ilamooda clapped his hands together
and said:

— The matterisno longer adispute between Hamdaanand
the Trustee; it’s a question of the honor of the strongmen.

Thudclub thumped his cushion again and said:
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— No strongman has ever been killed by his alley before.

His face grew so fierce with anger that his companions
became afraid of him and avoided any word or movement that
mightdraw his fury on them. Silencefell, disturbed only by the
gurgle of the pipe and an occasional cough. Then Barakaat
asked:

— And if Qidra comes back in spite of our suspicions?

Thudclub said angrily:

— I'll shave my moustache off, you son of a dope-head.

Barakaat was the first to laugh; then they were silent again.
They pictured to themselves the carnage — sticks cracking
down on skulls, blood staining the ground, screams from
windows and roofs, dozens of men dying. A tigerish blood-lust
burnedinthem, and they exchanged cruellooks. Theydid not
care about Qidra himself,indeed they had not even liked him.
In fact none of them had any liking for the others. They were
united only by a common interest in terrorizing people and
defending their own position. Lionheart asked Thudclub:

— And now?

— I'll have to go back to the Trustee as agreed.
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Thudclub announced:

— Your Honor, Hamdaan’s people have killed their
strongman, Qidra.

He fixed his eye on the Trustee, and at the same time he
could see Lady Hudaa on his right and Gebel on herright. The
news did not seem to surprise the Effendi for he said:

— I've heard reports of his disappearance, but have you
really given up hope of finding him?

The afternoon light through the door of the drawing room
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threw Thudclub’s ugliness into relief.

— He won’t be seen again if I know anything about such
tricks.

Hudaa said nervously, looking at the face of Gebel who was
staring at the far wall:

— Ifit’s true that he’s been killed, that’s dangerous.

Thudclub clasped his hands tightly together.

— And it calls for a terrible punishment, or it’s goodbye to
us all.

The Effendi toyed with his prayer-beads.

— It’s a question of our prestige.

Thudclub said:

— It’s a question of the whole Trust.

Gebel broke his silence:

— Perhaps it’s only an allegation.

Thudclub was furious at this, and he said:

— There’s no need for us to waste time talking.

— Prove that he’s been murdered.

The Effendi tried to sound forceful to hide his doubts:

—Nobody in our Alleywould disappear this way unless he’'d
been killed.

The gentle autumn breeze could not sweeten this atmo-
sphere of ugly scheming. Thudclub bellowed:

—The crime cries out for action, and its voice will be heard
in the neighboring alleys. Talking is just a waste of time.

But Gebel persisted:

— The men of Hamdaan are under house arrest!

Thudclub laughed, but only with his voice, and said scorn-
fully:

— A pretty puzzle!

Then he settled back in his chair and challenged him with
a piercing look.

— All you care about is clearing your people.

Gebelmade an effort to control histemper, but hisvoice was
angry as he said:
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— I care for the truth. You attack people for the slightest
reason, often for noreason at all. All you want now is permis-
sion to plunge peaceful people into a blood bath.

Thudclub’s eyes blazed with fury:

Your people are criminals. They killed Qidra when he was
defending the Trust.

Gebel turned to the Effendi and said:

— Sir, don’t let this man slake his thirst for blood.

The Effendi said:

— If we lose our prestige we shall lose our lives.

Hudaa asked Gebel:

— Do you want us to be buried alive in our own Alley?

Thudclub said in disgust:

— You forget the people who have been so good to you and
remember the criminals instead.

Gebel’s anger mounted till he could no longer control it.
He shouted at the top of his voice:

— They’re not criminals, although our Alley is crammed
with criminals!

Hudaa gripped the end of her blue shawl. The Effendi’s
nostrils opened wide and his face went white. Thudclub took
courage from these signs and said with hatred and scorn:

— Your excuse. for defending the criminals is that you're
one of them.

— Your attack on the ‘criminals’ is unbelievable when
you're the chief criminal in our Alley.

Thudclub leapt to his feet, his face terrible to see.

— If it wasn’t for your place in this household, I'd tear you
to pieces where you sit!

Gebelspokewithadreadful calm thatbetrayed the emotion
within:

— You’'re raving, Thudclub!

The Effendi shouted:

— Howdare you both in front of me!

Thudclub said wickedly:
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— I'm only defending your prestige.

The Effendi’s fingers almost burst his string of prayer-beads.
He said to Gebel:

— I'will not allow you to defend Hamdaan.

— This man is telling lies about them for his own ends.

— Leave me to judge that.

Therewasa brief pause. From the garden came the carefree
sound of bird-song, but in the Alley there was a wave of cheers
and jeers. Thudclub smiled and said:

— Do I have your Honor’s permission to punish the cul-
prits?

Gebel was sure the fateful hour had come, and he turned to
Hudaa and said despairingly:

— I find mysel[ forced to join my people in their imprison-
ment and to share their fate.

Hudaa cried out:

— Oh, how my hopes are disappointed!

Gebel hung his head in confusion, then felt an urge to look
at Thudclub and saw him smiling a hateful smile. His lips
tightened in anger and he said:

— I have no choice, but I'll never forget your kindness to
me.

The Effendi eyed him coldly and said:

— I must know whether you are for us or against us.

Gebel spoke sadly, well aware that he was making the final
break with his present life:

— I owe everything to your generosity, and it’s impossible
for me to be againstyou. Butit’d be shameful if I left my people
to be destroyed while I lived comfortably under your protec-
tion.

Hudaa was tortured by this crisis that threatened her as a
mother. She said:

— Thudclub, my dear sir, let’s put off this discussion till
another time.

129



Children of Gebelaawi

Thudclub scowled horribly. His eyes roved to and fro
between the Effendi and Hudaa, then he muttered:

— Anything could happen tomorrow in the Alley.

The Effendi gave Hudaa a sidelong glance and asked:

— Answer me, Gebel, areyou for us or against us? (Then, in
a burst of fury, without waiting for an answer:) Either you stay
with us as one of us or you go to your people.

Gebel's furyboiled over, especiallywhen he saw the effect of
these words on Thudclub’s expression. He said with determi-
nation:

— Sir, you’'re driving me out. I'm going.

Hudaa cried out in agony:

— Gebel!

Thudclub shouted:

— Before you stands the man as his mother gave birth to
him.

Gebel could stand no more. He jumped to his feet and
strode to the door of the drawing room. Hudaa leapt up, but
the Effendi held her back. In a moment Gebel was gone.
Outside, the wind had risen, making curtains flap and shutters
bang. The atmosphere in the room was tense and oppressive.
Thudclub said quietly:

— We must get to work.

But Hudaa protested with nervous insistence:

—No! No! The blockade is enough for now. Don’tyou dare
let anything happen to Gebel!

Thudclub was not annoyed, for nothing could upset him
after the victory he had just won. He gave the Trustee an
enquiring glance. The Effendi looked as though he were
chewing a lemon as he said:

— We’ll talk about it another time.
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32*********************

Gebel gave a parting look at the garden and the Trust office
and remembered the tragedy of Adham that wasrecited to the
drone of the rebec every evening. He went to the gate, and the
gatekeeper stood up for him:

— Are you going out again, sir?

— Dear old Hassanayn! I’'m going away for good.

The man gaped at him, then mumbled:

— Because of Hamdaan'’s people?

Gebel hung his head in silence; the gatekeeper went on:

—Wouldyoubelieve it! How can her Ladyship allowit? God
in Heaven! How will you live, son?

Gebel crossed the threshold, looking towards the Alley
crowded with people and animals and garbage, and said:

— Like the people of our Alley.

— You weren’t made [or that.

Gebel smiled faintly.

— It was sheer chance that I was taken away from it.

Ie left the house, pursued by the gatekeeper’s gloomy
warnings not to expose himself Lo the anger of the strongmen.
The Alley stretched belore his eyes with its bare earth, its
donkeys and cats, its urchins and its hovels. He realized how
great was the change in his life, what hardships awaited him
and what com[ort he had lost. But anger masked his suffering,
and he seemed not to care about the flowers and the birdsand
the mother-love.

He passed a strongman, Hamooda, who said sarcastically:

— If only you’d lend us a hand to teach Hamdaan's people
a lesson!

He paid no attention, but made for a tenement-house in
Hamdaan’s sectorand knocked on thedoor. [1lamooda joined
him and said:

— What do you want?

— I'am going back to my people.
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Amazement filled Hamooda’s narrow eyes and he seemed
not to believe his ears. Thudclub saw them as he was leaving
Trustee’s House for his own, and he shouted to Hamooda:

— Let him go in; and if he comes out again, bury him alive!

Hamooda’s astonishmentvanished as the truth sankin,and
he smiled with stupid satisfaction. Gebel went on knocking till
windows opened in that tenement-house andinthe ones next
door, and out poked the heads of Hamdaan, Mulehead,
Dumpling, Lamplighter Ali, Abdoon, Radwaan the bard and
Henna. Dumpling asked sarcastically:

— What does the noble gentleman desire?

Hamdaan enquired:

— Are you for us or against us?

Hamooda shouted:

— They’ve thrown him out and he’s sinking back to where
he came from.

Hamdaan asked eagerly:

— Have they really thrown you out?

— Open the door, my dear Hamdaan!

Henna shrieked with joy and shouted:

— Your father was agood man, and your mother was a fine
woman.

Hamooda laughed and said:

— Congratulations on the old tart’s evidence!

Henna shouted angrily:

— What about your mother and her merry nights at
Hammaam el-Sultan?

She hurriedly closed the shutters and the stone that flew
from Hamooda’s hand struck them with a noise that brought
cheers from nearby urchins. Thedooropened and Gebelwent
into the steamy atmosphere with its strange smell. The people
welcomed him with embraces and there was a confusion of
kind words. But the welcome was cut short by the noise of
quarrelling from the back of the yard. Gebel saw Digger
arguing heatedly with a man nicknamed ‘Triptoe’. He went
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over and pushed himself between them, saying sternly:

— Can you two quarrel while they imprison us in our
homes?

Digger pointed accusingly.

— He stole a sweet potato from a basin by my window.

Triptoe bellowed:

— Did you catch me stealing? Shame on you, Digger.

Gebel shouted angrily:

— Let’s have pity on each other so that God in Heaven will
have pity on us.

But Digger said:

— My potato is in his stomach, and I'm going to get it out.

Triptoe spoke as he put his cap back on his head:

— God! I' haven’t tasted sweet potatoes for a week.

— You're the only thief in this house.

Gebel said:

— Don’t condemn without proof, as Thudclub does.

Digger shouted:

— This son of a pickpocket must be punished.

Triptoe yelled:

— Digger, you son of a radish-merchant!

Digger leapt at Triptoe and punched him. Triptoe stag-
gered, and the blood ran from his forehead, but Digger went
on hitting him, ignoring the reproaches of the bystanders, till
Gebel was enraged and jumped in to grab him by scruff of the
neck. Try as he would, Digger could not free himself from
Gebel’s grip, and he said in a choked voice:

— Do you want to kill me as you killed Qidra?

Gebel pushed him away hard, so that he was thrown against
the wall, and stared at him furiously. The others looked from
one to the other, wondering whether it was really Gebel who
had killed Qidra. Dumpling embraced him and Mulehead
shouted:

— Bless you! You're the best of Hamdaan’s people.

Gebel said to Digger resentfully:
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— I only killed him to defend you.

Digger said quietly:

— But you enjoyed killing.

Dumpling shouted:

— What ingratitude, Digger; you ought to be ashamed of
yourself. (Then, taking Gebel by the arm:) You can be my
guest. Come, leader of Hamdaan’s people.

Gebel allowed Dumpling to lead him, but he felt that the
abyss that had opened before him that daywasbottomless. He
whispered a question in his ear as they went along together:

— Is there any way to escape?

— Areyou afraid somebody will betray you to our enemies?

— Digger is a fool.

— Yes, but he’s not a traitor.

— I'm alraid they may suspect you more because of me.

Dumpling said:

— 'l showyou the way to escape if you want, but where will
you make for?

— The desert is wider than you think!
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Gebel's escape was possible only towards the end of the
night. He crossed [rom roof to roofin the stillness as everyone
slept, till he found himselfin Gemalia. He walked throughthe
pitch darkness towards Derrasa, theninto the desert, making
for therock of Hind and Qadri. When he foundit by the feeble
starlight he could no longer fight off sleep, for he had been
awake all night and was very tired. He threw himself down on
the sand, wrapped in his cloak, and fell asleep.

He opened his eyes as the firstrays of dawn struck the top of
the rock. He got up at once, so as to reach the Jebel before
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anyone started moving about in the desert. But before he set
off his eyeswere drawn to the spotwhere he had buried Qidra.
His limbs trembled and he gazed at it till his mouth was dry;
then he fled, feeling miserable. He had only killed a criminal,
but he was like a hunted manashefled fromthe grave. He said
to himself: ‘We were not madefor killing, eveniftheykill more
of us than we can count.” Hewas amazed that the place he had
chosen to sleep in was the very spot where he had buried his
victim. He felt that his desireto escape hadredoubled and that
he must part [or ever both from those helovedand from those
he hated — his mother, Hamdaan, the strongmen...

He reached the foot of Jebel Muqgattam, overcome with
griefand loneliness. Nevertheless he went on southward till he
reached Muqattam Bazaar at mid-morning. He took a long
look at the desert behind him and said withrelief: ‘Now I'm far
away from them!’ He turned to examine the marketplace in
front of him, hemmed in by narrow Alleys, filled with a tumult
of chattering men and braying donkeys.

By all the signs a saint’s day was being celebrated. The
market place was crowded with sightseers, vendors, seers,
dervishes and performers, although the real commotion of
the festival would not begin before sunset. His eye wandered
over the sea of jostling people, and at the edge of the desert he
noticed a hut built of flattened cans, round which were placed
wooden chairs. It seemed in spite of its poverty to be the best
cafe in the place and to have the most customers, and he made
for an empty chair and sat down, badly needing rest. The
owner came over to him, taking a great interest in his appear-
ance, which marked him off from the other customers — his
fine cloak, his large turban and his expensive red pumps.
Gebel ordered teaand settled down to en joy watching people.

It was not long before his ear was caught by the row that was
raging round a public pump. He saw people crowding round
ittofill their water jars. Theturmoilwas like a battle, with much
violence and many victims. The noise grew louder and curses
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flew, and there were piercing shrieks from two girls hemmed
in by the crowd. They retreated to save themselves, and
escaped from the battlefield with empty cans. They wore
brightly colored dresses that hung down to their ankles so that
only their youthful faces could be seen.

His gaze passed quickly over the shorter of the two then
fixed on the other, who had dark eyes. They came over to an
empty space near to where he sat and he detected a family
likeness between them, though the one who attracted him had
a greater share of beauty. Gebel said to himself excitedly:
‘What wonderful beauty; I never saw anyone like her in our
Alley.” They stood tidying their hair, which had been disar-
ranged, and putting their head-scarves on again. Then they
up-ended their cans and sat on them. The short girl said
plaintively:

— How can we fill our cans with this crowd?

The beauty said:

— This festival is terrible. Now our father will be getting
impatient.

Gebel joined quite naturally in their conversation.

— Why didn’t he come himself to fill the cans?

They turned towards him resentfully, but his distinguished
appearance had areassuring effect, and the beauty contented
herself with saying:

— What'’s that to do with you? Did we complain to you?

Gebel was very happy to be spoken to by her and said
apologetically:

— I meant, a man would be more able to push through the
crowds.

— This is our work; he has a hard enough job of his own.

He smiled.

— What does your father do?

— It’s none of your business.

Gebelrose, not caring about the eyes that stared at him. He
stood in front of them and said politely:
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— I'll fill the cans for you.

The one who attracted him turned her face away as she said:

— We don’t need any help from you.

But the short one said:

— Thank you very much, please do!

She stood up, pulling the other girl to her feet, and Gebel
took the cans, one in each hand, and used his great strength
to force hiswaythrough the crowd, elbowing people aside and
meeting a lot of resistance, till he reached the pump, behind
which the water-seller sat in his wooden kiosk. He paid him a
couple of milliemes, [illed the cans and brought them back to
where the girls stood. He was upset to find them involved in a
slanging match with some youths who had been pestering
them. He put down the cans on the ground and rounded
defiantly on the youths. One of them came at him, but Gebel
butted him in the chest, knocking him down. They banded
together to hit back, cursing and swearing, but an unfamiliar
voice shouted:

— Get away, you wretches!

All eyes turned tosee an elderly man, shortand stocky, with
flashing eyes and a belt round his jellaba. The youths shouted
in confusion ‘Balqgecti!’ and scattered fast, giving Gebel angry
looks. The girls turned to the man, and the shorter one said:

— It’s difficult today because of the festival and these louts.

Balqgeeti answered, studying Gebel:

— I remembered the festival because you were late, so I
came — and just in time! (Then, to Gebel:) And you are a
gentleman. There aren’t many these days.

— It was just a small service. It doesn’t deserve any thanks.

Meanwhile the girls had picked up their cans and set off
silently. Gebel longed to feast his eyes on the beauty, but he did
not dare look away from Balqeeti’s sharp eyes. He imagined
thisman couldseedeepinside him,and hewasafraid hewould
read his secret desires, but the man said:

— You defended them against those villains. What a good
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fellow! Those youths! How dare they pester Balqgeeti’s daugh-
ters! It’s the ale! Did you notice they were drunk?

Gebel shook his head, and the other man went on:

—I'have anoselike a genie. Never mind! Doyou know me?

— No, sir; I have not had the honor.

— So you're not from this neighborhood?

— Far from it!

— I'am Balqgeeti, the conjurer.

Gebel’s face lit up with sudden recollection.

— I’'m honored. Many people in our Alley know you.

— Which alley is that?

— Gebelaawi Alley.

Balqeeti raised his thin white eyebrows and said in a musical
voice:

—I'mpleasedand honored. Who hasn’theard of Gebelaawi,
Founder of the Trust, or of your Strongman, Thudclub? Have
you come for the festival, Mr...?

— Gebel. (Then, shrewdly:) I've come to look for a new
home.

— You've left your Alley?

— Yes!

Balqgeeti studied him still more closely, then said:

—Aslongasthere are strongmen there willbe outcasts! But
tell me, was it a man or a woman you killed?

Gebel’s heart pounded, and he said firmly:

— That’s a bad joke to come from a good man!

Balqgeeti laughed a toothless laugh and said:

—Youaren’toneoftherabblethestrongmen playwith, and
you aren’t a thief. A man like you only leaves his alley because
of murder.

— I told you...

— My dear sir, it doesn’t worry me specially that you're a
murderer, now that you’ve proved you're a gentleman. There
isn’t a man here who hasn’t stolen or plundered or killed. So
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that you’ll believe me, I invite you to have a cup of coffee and
a puff or two in my house.

Gebel’s hopes revived and he said:

— With the greatest of pleasure.

They went along side by side, making their way through the
bazaar towards an alley at the top. When they had left the
crowds behind, Balqeeti said:

— Was there anybody in particular you were aiming to see
around here?

— I don’t know anybody.

— And you have nowhere to go?

— Nowhere.

— Be my guecst, if you like, till you find somewhere.

Gebel's heart danced with joy and he said:

— How kind you are, Mr. Balqeeti!

The man laughed and said:

—Don’tbe too impressed; my house hasroom for plenty of
snakes, howcouldit nothaveroomforaman? Areyoualarmed
bywhatIsay? I'm a snake-charmer. You’ll learn from me how
to get on with snakes.

They went up the alley and out towards the desert, on the
edge ofwhich Gebelsawalittle house, a considerable wayfrom
the rest. Its walls were of bare stone, but it looked new
compared with the houses of the dilapidated alley. Balgeeti
pointed to it and said proudly:

— The house of Balqgeeti the conjurer!

3 4 * * * * * *k *x * *k *k *k *k *x *k *x *x *x * * * *

When they reached the house, Balqgeeti said:
— I chose this isolated place for my house because people
think a conjurer is just a great big snake.
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Theywenttogether into afairly long corridor with a door at
the end and one on each side, all closed. Balgeeti went on,
pointing to the end door:

— In that room are the tools of my trade, both living and
non-living. Don’t be afraid! The door is securely locked. I
assure you snakes are safer to mix with than many people, the
ones you've run away from for example! (He laughed a long,
toothless laugh and wenton:) People are afraid of snakes; even
thestrongmen are afraid of them, butlowe them mylivingand
thanks tothem I built this house. (He pointedtotheroomon
theright.) Mydaughterssleep here. Their mother diedawhile
back, leaving me too old to marry again. (He pointed to the
left.) We’ll be sleeping in here.

The shorter girl’s voice came from some steps at the side,
which led up to the roof:

— Shafeeqa, help me with the washing and don’t stand
there like a block of stone.

Balqgeeti shouted:

— Sayida, you’ll wake the snakes; and you, Shafeeqa, don’t
stand there like a block of stone.

So her name was Shafeeqa! What a lovely girl! Her rebuff
had not been meant hurtfully, unspoken thanks had been in
her dark eyes. How would she know that he had only accepted
this dangerous hospitality for the sake of her eyes?

Balqeeti opened the left-hand door and stepped aside for
Gebel to enter, then followed him in and closed the door. He
led Gebel to the sofa which stretched the whole length of the
right-hand wall of the little room, and they sat down together.
Gebel took in the whole room with one glance. He saw a bed
with a grey bedspread on the far side, and, on the floor
between bed and sofa, decorated rush matting, in the middle
of which lay a brass tray stained by long use. On it stood a
brazier with a pyramid of ash, a hookah resting on its side, a
spatula, tongs, and a handful of honeyed tobacco. There was
one window, which stood open, and through it he could see
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only the desert and the pale sky and one of the sheer, black
cliffs of Jebel Muqattam in the distance. Through it came the
cryofashepherdgirlinthe terriblesilence,and abreeze laden
with the heat of the sun.

Balqgeeti was examining him to an annoying degree, and he
thought of distracting him with conversation. But the ceiling
shook under the feet that walked on the roof, and Gebel at
once pictured her feet, and his heartwas full of alonging that
happiness might cometothis house, evenif the snakeswerelet
loose. He said to himself: ‘Perhaps this man will murder me
and bury me in the desert as I buried Qidra, without my
beloved knowing that I am her victim..." Balgeeti’s voice
roused him from his daydream:

— Doyou have a job?

He answered, remembering the last of his money in his
pocket:

— I shall find a job, any job.

— Are you perhaps in no great hurry?

The question alarmed him and he said:

— Oh yes; I'd better look for a job today rather than
tomorrow.

— You have the body of a strongman.

— But I hate fighting.

Balqeeti laughed and said:

— What work did you do in your alley?

He hesitated a little, then said:

— I'worked.in the Trust office.

— Bad news! Why did you leave such a good position?

— Fate!

— Did you fix your eyes on some fine lady?

— God forbid!

— You're very cagey, but you'll soon get used to me and tell
me all your secrets.

— Perhaps so.

— Have you any money?
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He was alarmed again but did not show it.

— I'have a little, but it won’t save me from having to work.

Balqgeeti said with a wink:

— You're a clever devil; don’tyou think you'd make a good
conjurer? Perhaps we could work together. Don't be sur-
prised! I'm an old man and I need an assistant.

Gebel didn’t take him seriously, but he had a deep desire to
strengthen the bond between them and he was about to speak
when Balqgeeti got in first:

— We can be thinking about that. And now...

The old man stood up, bent over the brazier and carried it
out to light it.

Early in the afternoon the two men set out together, and
Balqgeeti went on his rounds while Gebel made for the bazaar
to look round and do some shopping. In the evening he
returned to the desert and found his way to the lonely house
by following the glimmer of light that came from a window.
When he reached the house he heard voices raised in argu-
ment and could not help listening. He heard Sayida’s voice.

— If what you say is true, Father, he has committed some
crime, and there’s nowaywe couldresist the Alley’s strongmen.

Shafeeqa said:

— He doesn’t seem like a criminal.

Balqeeti said sarcastically:

— Do you already know him that well, you little snake?

Sayida asked:

— Why should he run away from a comfortable life?

Shafeeqa protested:

— There’s nothing strange about a man running away from
an alley that’s famous for the number of its strongmen.

Sayida asked spitefully:

— Where did you get this power of knowing whatis hidden?

Balqeeti sighed.

142



Gebel

— Keeping the company of snakes has made me father two
vipers.

— Are you going to put him up without knowing anything
about him, Father?

— I know several things about him, and I shall soon know
everything. I have a pair of eyes that can be relied on when
need be. And I'veinvited him tostaybecause I'm impressed by
his character. I'm not going back on my opinion. He'd have
thought twice aboutrunning away in any other circumstances.
Hasn’t he lelt his comfortable home without hesitation? But
he’ll obey the power that’s brought him to this house.

Gebel was overjoyed to hear this voice defending him, this
kind voice that dispelled the loneliness of night in the desert
and made the pale new moon over the Jebel look like a smile
in the darkness. e stayed a while peering into the night, then
coughed, went up to thedoorand knocked. Thedooropened
toshowBalqecti’s [ace lit by the lamp he held in his hand. The
two men went to their room. Gebel sat down after putting a
package on the brass table. Balqgeeti gave it an enquiring
glance, and Gebel said:

— Dates and cheese and sesame cakes and hot falafel.

Balgeeti smiled and, pointing at the package and the pipe,
said:

— The best evenings are spent with these things.

He patted Gebel’s shoulder and added:

— Aren’t they, son of Gebelaawi?

His heart contracted in spite of himself, and a procession of
images passcd through his mind — the lady who had adopted
him — the luxuriant garden with its trellises of jasmine, its
songbirds and its running streams — peace and stillness and
pleasant dreams — the comfortable world that had vanished
— until life was on the point of losing its savor. But suddenly,
a wave of feeling picked up the memories that had been
drowning in an ocean of misery and swept them ashore to the
thought of this lovely girl, and of the magical power that had
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brought him to a house with a snake-pit. Unexpected enthu-
siasm leapt up in him like a flame fanned by a puff of wind, as
he said:

— Life is good here with you.

35*********************

He could not get to sleep till a little before dawn, for he was
full of fears. Her image haunted him in visions of decay, like
jasmine petals falling on dead grass crawling with insects. He
suffered the terrors that bred in the darkness of the unfamiliar
house. He said to himself: ‘You are just astranger in this house
of snakes, pursued by a crime and tormented by love.’ Left to
himself, all he wanted was peace and quiet. He did not fear the
snakes as much as he feared treachery from the man now
snoring in bed. How could he tell that the snores were
genuine? Nothing and no one seemed genuine any longer.
Digger himself, who owed him his life, would give away the
secretin hisstupidity, Thudclubwould be enraged, his mother
would be miserable, and troublewouldblazeupin thewretched
Alley. As for the love that had brought him to this house and
to the conjurer’s bedroom, how could he know he would live
to reveal his secret feelings? So it was that he did not sleep till
a little before dawn, after a night of worry.

He opened his tired eyes when the light of day filtered
through the shutters. He saw Balqeeti sitting up in bed,
bending forward to rub his legs under the sheet with his
wrinkled hands. Gebel smiled with relief although his head
ached from lack of sleep. He cursed the fantasies that had
teemedin the dark and had fled like bats in the light. Yet were
they not fantasies fit for a murderer’s bad conscience? Yes,
crime had been in the blood of his ‘glorious’ family for a long
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time. He heard Balqgecti let out a long yawn that rose and fell
like a dancing snake, then cough so long and so hard that
Gebel imagined his eyes would drop out. When he had
finished he heaved a deep sigh and Gebel said:

— Good morning!

He sat up on the sofa, and Balqgeeti turned towards him, his
face still red from coughing.

— Good morning, Mr Gebel! So you hardly slept all night!

— Does my face show it?

— No; I remember how you tossed about in the dark, and
kept turning your head towards me as if you were afraid.

The old snake! l.et him be a harmless snake for the sake of
her dark eyes.

—The [actis it was just being in astrange place that kept me
awake.

Balqgeeti laughed and said:

— You lay awake [or one reason: you were afraid of me. You
thought: ‘He’ll kill me and steal my money and bury me in the
desert just as I did with the man I killed.’

— You...

— Listen, Gebcl, fear does great harm, and a snake bites
only where therc is fcar.

Gebel felt defcated.

— You read in people’s hearts things that are not there.

— You know I haven’t strayed from the truth, you who
managed the Trust.

Avoice inside the house called ‘Get up, Sayida!’ filling him
with unexpected joy. This dove in a nest of adders, who had
judged him innocent and given him hope! Balqeeti took his
cue from Shafeeqa’s call.

— We get busy carly in this house. The girls go off to fetch
water and stewed bceans to feed their old father. Then they
send him off with his bag of snakes to earn a living for himself
and [or them.

His mind was sct atrest,and he [elt he was a member of this
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family. Affection filled him, and he opened up and surren-
dered to his fate spontaneously:

— I'm going to tell you my true story.

Balqeeti smiled and started rubbing his legs again. Gebel
went on:

—Iam amurdererasyou say, butthereisastorybehindit...

And he told him the story. When he had finished Balqgeeti
said:

— What tyrants! And you're a fine man, I was not wrong
about you. (Then sitting more comfortably:) It’s only right
now for me to answer [rankness with frankness. Well, I come
from Gebelaawi Alley myself originally.

— You!

— Yes! I ran away [rom it in my early youth because I
couldn’t bear the strongmen.

Gebel was still recovering from his surprise.

— They are the curse of our Alley.

— Yes! But we can’t forget the place in spite of them. And
that’swhy I took to you when I knew where you came from.

— Which sector are you from?

— From Hamdaan’s, like you.

— How amazing!

— You shouldn’t be amazed at anything in this world. But
thatisall ancient history,and nobodythere knows me now, not
even Henna who is my relative.

— I’ know that brave old woman. But which strongmanwere
you up against — Thudclub?

— In those days he was only the petty strongman of one
sector.

— They really are the scourge of our Alley.

— I spit on the past and everything in it. (His tone became
tempting.) From now on concern yourself with your future. I
tell you, you have what it takes to be a good conjurer. We have
a good district 1o work in, south of here, far away from our
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Alley. Anyway your strongmen and their hangers-on aren’t
going to show up round here.

Naturally Gebel knew nothing about conjuring, but he
welcomed this offer, as a means of becoming attached to the
family. He spoke in a voice that betrayed his eagerness:

— Do you really think I have what it takes?

Balgeeti jumped acrobatically to the floor and stood before
him, short and broad, the neck of his jellaba open to show
thick white hair. He said:

— You'’ll do fine, and I've never been wrong about thatsort
of thing.

They shook hands, then Balqeeti said:

— I'must conless, I like you better than any of my snakes.

Gebel laughed, as excited as a child, and seized his hand to
prevent him [rom going, so that he stood there wondering
what was coming next. Then Gebel said, with an impetuous-
ness he could not control:

— Gebel wants to be your son-in-law, sir.

Balgeeti’s bloodshot eyes smiled, and he asked:

— Really?

— Yes, by God in Heaven!

Balgeeti laughed for a moment and said:

— I was wondering when you would be ready to bring up
that subject. Yes, Gebel, I'm no fool. But you're the man I’ll
gladly give my daughter to. It’s fortunate that Sayida is an
exceptional girl, as her mother was.

Gebel’s smile of delight wilted visibly; he was afraid his
dreamwould be snatched from him before he could take hold
of it.

— But...

Balqeeti gulfawed and said:

— Butyou want Shaleeqa. I know that, young man. I learnt
that from your eyes and the girl’s talk and my knowledge of
snakes. Don’t blame me, this is the way we conjurers make
agreements.
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Gebel sighed from the bottom of his heart. He felt peaceful
and contented, and full of youth, energy and freedom. He no
longer cared even about his former luxurious home nor the
prestige he had lost,and hewasnolonger afraid of the toiland
hardship thatawaited him. Leta curtain of darkness hang over
the past and let forgetfulness swallow up its pains and sorrows
and his yearning for lost mother-love!

That morning Sayidawhoopedwith joy, and the happy news
ran round the neighboring alleys.

ThenMuqattam Bazaar witnessed the bridegroom’s proces-
sion of Gebel.

3 6 * * * *x * *x *x *k x *x * >k >k *k *k 3k * *k *k * x

Balqeeti said scornfully:

— It’s not good for a man to live like a backyard cock or
rabbit, but look at you; you haven’t learnt a thing and your
money’s almost all gone.

They were sitting on a skin in front of the door and Gebel
had his legs stretched out on the sun-scorched sand, his eyes
full of calm bliss. He turned to his father-in-law and said with
a smile:

— Our forefather Adham lived and died longing for the
innocent life of the garden.

Balqgeeti laughed heartily, then called at the top of his voice:

— Shafeeqa! Get hold of your husband before he dies of
laziness.

Shafeeqa appeared at the door, cleaning a plateful of
lentils. She was wearing a purple head-scarf, which brought
out the innocence of her face. She said, without looking up
from the plate:

— What’s wrong with him, Father?

— Heonly enjoys two things; pleasing you and lazing about.
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She laughed.

— How can he please me and starve me to death at the same
time?

Gebel said:

— That’s a conjuror’s secret.

Balqeeti punched him playfully in the ribs and said:

— Don’t make [un ofthe hardest of jobs. How do you hide
an egginthe pocket of one of your audience and take it out of
the pocket of another on the opposite side of the crowd? How
do you turn a marble into a chicken? How do you make asnake
dance?

Shafeeqa was delighted.

— Teach him, Father. The only life he knows is sitting on a
comfortable chair in the Trust office.

Balgeeti stood up.

— It’s time to work.

Then he went into the house. Gebel gazed at his wife
admiringly and said:

— Thudclub’s wile is a thousand times less beautiful than
you, yet she spends her days on a comfortable couch and her
evenings in the garden, breathing the scent of jasmine and
playing with the streams.

Shafeeqa said, half scornful, half bitter:

—That’s the life of those whorob the people of their living.

Gebel scratched his head thoughtfully and said:

— But there is a way to perfect happiness.

— Don’t dream. You weren’t dreaming when you came to
my rescue in the market-place. You weren’t dreaming when
you chased away those human flies from me. And that’s how
you found your way into my heart.

He felt like kissing her. I1e was sure he knew better than she
did, but that did not make him value her words any the less. He
said:

— As for me, I loved you without any reason.

— Round here only madmen dream.
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— What do you want from me, my darling?

— I'want you to be like my father.

He said playfully:

— Where does your sweetness come from?

Her lips parted in a smile, and her fingers moved faster
amongst the lentils. He went on:

— When I ran away from my Alley I was the unhappiest of
men; yet if I hadn’t run away [ wouldn’t have married you.

She laughed.

— We owe our happiness to the strongmen of your Alley,
just as my father owes his livelihood to snakes.

Gebel sighed.

— Yet the best man the Alley has known believed there was
away to give people a living while they satin gardens and sang.

—Therewegoagain! Look, here comes Father with his bag.
Up you get! Goodbye!

Balqeeti came with his bag and Gebel stood up, and the two
went off by their usual path. Balgeeti told him:

— Learn with your eyes asyou learn with your brain. Watch
what I do and don’t ask questions in front of anybody. Be
patient till I can explain what you don’t understand.

Gebel found the job really difficult, but from the first he
took it seriously and he gradually taught himself to do it well,
though it cost him much effort. The fact wasthatno other job
was open to him, unless he were content to be a peddler, a
strongman, a thief or a bandit. Nothing about the alleys of his
new district marked them off from his own, except that they
did not have the Trust nor the stories that had grown up
around it. As for any remaining nostalgia for his past dreams,
any thoughts of his former prestige, any of the hopesforwhich
Hamdaan, like Adham, had been punished — all this had
settledin the recesses of his mind. He was determined toforget
the past by throwing himself into his new life and seeking
comfort from his beloved and loving wife whenever he was
afflicted by sadness or homesickness. He learnt so well that
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even Balqeeti wassurprised, practicing constantly in the desert
and working day and night. Days, weeks, months passed, and
he did not tire or lose his determination.

By now he knew his way round the alleys and was familiar
with the ways of snakes. He performed for thousands of
children and tasted the sweetness of success and of earning.
He heard the good news that he was to be a father. When he
was free he would lie on his back looking at the stars or spend
his evenings sharing the pipe with Balgeeti and telling the
stories thatwererccited to the accompaniment of therebecin
Hamdaan's cale. From time to time he wondered where
Gebelaawi was, and he often called out his name. When
Shafeeqa worried in case the pastshould spoil the present, he
would exclaim that his heartached for Hamdaan’s people —
his people — and that the Effendi was the head thief and
Thudclub the head bully; how could life be good as long as
such men lived?

One day he was performing his tricks in Zaynhum, sur-
rounded by a crowd of children. e happened to turn, and
there he saw Digger, who had made his way to the front row
and was staring at him in astonishment. Gebel was confused
and looked away but was unable to go on with the show and
brought it to an end in spite of the children’s protests. He
picked up his bag and left. Digger soon caught up with him,
calling:

— Gebel! Is it really you, Gebel?!

He stopped, turned and said:

— Yes! And what brings you here, Digger?

Digger could not get over his surprise and kept saying:

— Gebel a conjurer?! When did you learn? And where?

— It’s not the strangest thing that’s happened in this world.

Gebel walked tothe foot of the Jebel with Digger following,
and there theysatdownin the shade of a hillock. The place was
empty but for some sheep and goats grazing and a shepherd
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sitting naked, picking the lice out ofhis jellaba. Digger studied
his companion’s face and said:

— Why did you run away, Gebel? How could you think so
badly of me — that I'd give you away? God! I'd never give away
any of Hamdaan’s people, not even Triptoe. For whose sake
would I do that? The Effendi’s? Thudclub’s? Damn them all!
They’ve asked about you so often. I was soaked in sweat
whenever I heard them.

— Don’tyou risk trouble by breaking out of house-arrest?

Digger waved the question aside.

— The ban was lifted long ago. Nobody asks any more
questions about Qidra or who killed him. People say it was
Lady Hudaa who saved us from being starved to death. But
they’ve condemned us to permanent disgrace; we have no
cafe, no honor. We go about our business far away from the
Alley,and whenwe getbackwe hideindoors, and ifastrongman
happens to see one of us he amuses himself by punching him
or spitting on him. They think we’re worse than dirt, Gebel.
You're just so lucky in exile.

Gebel said impatiently:

— Never mind about how lucky I am. Tell me, has anybody
been hurt?

Digger picked up a stone and pounded the ground.

— Ten of us were killed during the blockade.

— God in Heaven!

— They were taken as hostages for Qidra —the bastard, the
son of a bitch! But they weren’t [riends of ours.

Gebel said angrily:

— Weren'’t they Hamdaan’s people, Digger?

Digger blinked with shame and his lips moved in an inau-
dible excuse. Gebel spoke again:

— The others got off lightly with being punched and spat
on.

Hefeltresponsible for the poor wretcheswho haddied,and
sorrow gripped him. He regretted bitterly every moment of
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peace he had enjoyed since he ran away. Digger shocked him
by saying:

— You're probably the only happy man today among all
Hamdaan’s people.

He bellowed:

— I haven’t gone a day without thinking about you.

— But you're far away from trouble and sorrow.

— I haven’t escaped from the past at all.

—Don’tspoil your peaceof mind for nothing.We'velostall
hope.

Gebel repeated these last words, but in a mysterious tone:

— We've lost all hope.

Digger looked at him with anxious curiosity but said noth-
ing, out of respect for the look of grief on his face. He looked
at the ground and saw a dung-beetle scuttling under a pile of
stone. The goatherd was shaking out his jellaba ready to cover
his sun-scorched body. Gebel spoke again:

— Really, I only seemed to be happy.

Digger said comfortingly:

— You deserve to be happy.

— I've married and taken a new job, as you see, but there’s
always been a voice inside me disturbing my sleep.

— Bless you! Where do you live?,

He did not answer. He seemed to be talking to himself.
Then he said:

— Life won’t be good as long as such scoundrels live.

— You're right; but how do we get rid of them?

The goatherd lifted up his voice, calling the flock and
setting off towards them, his long staff under his arm. Then
they heard him singing. Digger asked:

— How can I [ind you?

— Ask for the house of Balqgeeti the conjurer at Muqattam
Bazaar. But keep quiet about me till then.

Digger stood up, clasped his hand and left. Gebel followed
him with sad eyes.
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It was nearly midnight; Gebelaawi Alley was plunged in
darkness but for the faint light escaping from the doors of the
cafes, which were half closed to keep out the cold. Not a star
was to be seen in the winter sky. The urchins were indoors, and
eventhe cats and dogs had takenrefugein the courtyards. The
calm wasdisturbed only by the drone of the rebec accompany-
ing the old stories. As for Hamdaan'’s sector, it was wrapped in
silent darkness.

Two figures emerged from the desert. They sidled along at
the foot of the walls of the Great House, then passed in front
of the Effendi’s house, making for Hamdaan’s sector. They
stopped in front of the middle tenement-house and one of
them knocked, making a sound that boomed in the silence
like a drum-roll. Hamdaan himself opened the door, his face
ghostly white by the light of the lamp he was holding. He raised
the light, the better to see who had knocked, then cried outin
amazement: ‘Gebel!” He stepped aside and Gebel entered,
carrying a big bundle and a sack. His wife followed, carrying
another bundle. The two men embraced, and Hamdaan
glanced at the woman and saw she was pregnant.

— Your wife?! Welcome to you both! Follow me, and no
need to hurry!

They filed along the long covered passage to the wide
courtyard, which was open to the sky, then crossed to the
narrow stairs and climbed to Hamdaan's lodgings. Shafeeqa
was shown into the women’s quarters, and Hamdaan took
Gebel to a big room with a balcony overlooking the courtyard.
The news of Gebel'sreturnspread in no time, and manyofthe
men of Hamdaan came along, led by Digger and Mulehead,
Dumpling and Lamplighter, Radwaan the bard and Abdoon.
They shook hands warmly with Gebel and sat down on the
cushions, gazing up at the home-comer with curiosity. The
questions came pouring out, and Gebel told them something
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of his recent life. They looked at one another sadly. Gebel saw
that their spirit had weakened in their wasted bodies, and that
theywere pining away. They told him of the humiliations they
had suffered, and Digger said:

— I told you all this when we met a month ago. I wonder
what can have broughtyou here. Perhaps you've come toinvite
us to move to your new place!

Gebel said sharply:

— Our only place is here.

A certain notc of authority in his voice forced their atten-
tion. Curiosity shone in Hamdaan's eyes and he said:

— If they were snakes, it could not be harder for you to
control them.

Henna came in with cupsofteaand greeted Gebel warmly.
She praised his wife and announced that he would have ason,
but added:

— Still, there’s no longer any difference between our men
and our women.

Hamdaan cursed her as she left the room, but the men’s
eyes reflected a [ecble acquiescence in what she said. The
cloud ofgloom over the gathering thickened, and noone even
tasted the tea. Radwaan the bard asked:

— Why have you come back, Gebel, when you’'re not used
to being pushed around?

Hamdaan said triumphantly:

— I've told you so many times that it’s better to bear our
troubles than to wander among strangers who would hate us.

Gcbel said [orcelully:

— Things are not as you think they are.

Hamdaan shook his head but said nothing, and a heavy
silence fell. Then Digger said:

— Let’s all leave him to rest.

But he made asign for them to stay and said:

—Ididn’tcome torestbuttotalktoyouaboutanimportant
matter, more important than you imagine.
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Theylooked at him insurprise, and Radwaan muttered that
he hoped he was about to hear something good. Gebel moved
his steady eyes from face to face for a while, then said:

— I could have stayed mywhole life with mynew family and
never thought of coming back here. (Then, after a pause:) But
some days ago I felt the urgetogowalkingalone,in spite of the
cold and the dark. I went out into the desert and found my
steps leading me to the place that overlooks our Alley. I hadn’t
been near it since I fled.

Their eyes shone with interest. He continued:

—I'wenton wandering in the pitch darkness. Even the stars
were hidden. Before I knew what was happening, I had almost
bumped into a huge figure. At first I thought it wasone of the
strongmen, but he didn’t seem like anybody from our Alley —
or any human being at all — tall and broad like a jebel. I was
terrified and tried to retreat, but a strange voice said ‘Stop,
Gebel.’ Istoodrootedtothe spotand broke outina cold sweat
and asked: ‘Who... who are you?’

Gebel paused in his story, and they leaned forward, fasci-
nated. Dumpling said:

— From our Alley?

But Mulehead quickly corrected him:

— He said nobodyin our Alleywas like him, noranyhuman
being.

But Gebel said:

— Yes, he was from our Alley.

They all demanded to know who it was, and Gebel said:

— He told me in his strange voice: ‘Don’t be afraid; I am
your Ancestor, Gebelaawi.’

Theyall exclaimed and lookedathimindisbelief. Hamdaan
said:

— You're joking of course.

— No, I'm telling you the truth, no more, no less.

Lamplighter asked:

— Weren’t you high on some stuff?
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Gebel protested:

— Being high never took away my reason.

Mulehead said:

— It sometimes has more effect than you realize, especially
the best stuff.

Anger clouded Gebel’s face, and he bellowed:

— I heard him with my own ears saying ‘Don’t be afraid; I
am your Ancestor Gebelaawi’.

Hamdaan said soothingly:

— But he hasn’t left his house for many years, and nobody
has seen him.

— Perhaps he goes out every night without anybody know-
ing.

Hamdaan went on cautiously:

— But nobody else has ever met him.

— I'met him.

— Don’t be angry, Gebel; I don’t mean to doubt your
truthfulness. But imagination plays tricks. Tell me, by God, if
the man is capable of going out, why ever did he hand over the
Trusteeship to others? And why does he let them play with the
rights of his children?

Gebel frowned.

— That’s his secret; he knows best.

— It’s easicr to believe what’s said about him retiring
because of his age and feebleness.

Digger said:

— We're getting lost in words. Let’s hear the rest of the
story, if it goes on.

Gebel said:

— I'said to him: ‘I never dreamt of meetingyou in this life,’
and hesaid: ‘llcre you are meeting me.’ I peered up into the
darknesstosec his [ace, but he said to me: ‘You will not be able
to see me as long as the darkness lasts.” I was amazed that he
had seen me trying to look at him and I said: ‘Butyou can see
me in the dark.’ [lesaid: ‘I've been able tosee in the dark since
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it became my custom to walk in it before the Alley existed.’ I
said in admiration: ‘Thank God in Heaven youstill enjoy good
health.” He said: ‘You, Gebel, are a man who can be relied on,
asshown by the way you've left your comfortable life in protest
over your oppressed people. But your people are my people.
They have rights in my Trust that they must obtain. They have
honor that must be defended, and a life that must be im-
proved.” My enthusiasm seemed to light up the darkness, and
I asked: ‘Whatis the way to do this?’ He said: ‘By force you will
destroy injustice, reclaim your rightsand live a good life.’ I let
outagreatcry: ‘Weshall be forceful!” And he said: ‘Success will
gowith you.’.

Gebel’svoice gave way to a dreamystillness, in which theyall
seemed to be under a spell. They pondered and exchanged
glances, then looked at Hamdaan till he broke his silence,
saying:

— Let us turn this story over in our minds and our hearts.

Digger said:

— It doesn’t sound like a hallucination, and everything in
itis right.

Dumpling said with conviction:

— It would only be a hallucination if our rights were one.

Hamdaan asked hesitantly:

— Didn’tyou ask him why he hasn’trestored justice himself,
or why he gave the trusteeship to men who don’t respect
people’s rights?

Gebel was annoyed:

— Ididn’t ask him. I couldn’t have asked him. You haven’t
met him in the desert in the dark or felt the fear of his
presence. If you did, it wouldn’t cross your mind to question
his judgement or doubt his authority.

Hamdaan nodded, seeming to give in.

— These words were certainly worthy of Gebelaawi, but how
much more worthy of him to see to the matter himself!

Digger shoulted:
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— Wait till you die in your degradation!

Radwaan cleared his throat, studying their faces carefully.

— Fine words! But think what it will lead to. Hamdaan said
sadly:

— We went to ask for our rights and look what happened.

Abdoon the serving boy exclaimed:

— What are we afraid of? Nothing could be worse than the
state we're in now.

Hamdaan tried to make excuses:

— I'm not afraid for myself but for you.

Gebel said contemptuously:

—I'll go to the Trustee alone.

Digger moved over to him to say:

—We’llgowithyou. Don’tforget,you people, that Gebelaawi
promised him success.

Gebel said:

—TI'llgoalone when Idecidetogo; but I'll wantto be sure
that you are behind me, united, solid and ready to face
hardship and withstand it.

Abdoon jumped up enthusiastically exclaiming:

— Behind you to the death!

The boy’s enthusiasm spread to Digger, Mulehead, Dump-
ling and Lamplighter. Radwaan the bard asked rather cun-
ningly whether Gebel’swife knew whyhe had come. Gebel told
them how he had told his secret to Balgeeti and how Balqeeti
had advised him to weigh the consequences, and how he had
decided toreturn to the Alley, and how his wife had chosen to
go with him to the end. At this Hamdaan said in a voice that
showed he was with the others:

— And when will you go to the Trustee?

— When my plans are ready.

Hamdaan stood up.

— I'll get a room ready for you at my place. You're the
dearest of sons, and tonight is the beginning of great things;
the rebec will perhaps tell of it tomorrow, along with the story
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of Adham. Come, let’s swear a covenant for better, for worse.
At that moment the voice of Hamooda reached them,
singing in a shaky, drunken voice:

Drink, sweet lad, and let us gaily
Stagger home along the alley!
Show how over me you fawn,
Taste with me the saucy prawn!

They were distracted by his voice for only a moment, then
stretched out their hands to swear the covenant with fervent
hope.
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The Alley learnt of Gebel’sreturn. They saw him setting out
with his bag, and his wife going off to Gemalia to do her
shopping. They talked about his new job, which no one in the
Alleyhad ever taken up before, though he putonhisconjuring
show only in the neighboring alleys and notin hisown. He did
not use the snakes in his performances, and nobody guessed
that he knew how to handle them. He passed Trustee’s House
several times as if he had never been there in his life, but he
suffered a deep longing for his mother. The strongmen —
Hamooda, Lionheart, Barakaat and Quicksilver — saw him
but did not beat him up as they did the rest of Hamdaan’s
people, only getting in his way and making fun of his bag.

One time Thudclub met him. He stared at Gebel coldly,
barred his way and asked:

— Where have you been hiding?

— In the wide world.

Thudclub spoke aggressively:
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— I'm your strongman and I've aright to ask you anything.
You have to answer.

— I answered you as best I could.

— And what’s brought you back?

— Whatever it is that brings a man back to his own alley.

— I'wouldn’t have come back if I'd been you.

He lunged suddenlyat Gebel, who would have been caught
if he had not jumped aside, controlling his temper. At that
moment the gatekeeper of Trustce’s House called to him.
Gebel turned towards him in surprise, then walked over to
him. They metin [rontofthe house and shookhands warmly.
The man asked how things were with him, then told him that
her Ladyship wanted to see him. Gebel had been expecting
this invitation cver since he first showed himself in the Alley;
his heart had told him it was sure to come. It would have been
impossible for him just to call at the house, because of the way
in which he had left it. Quite apart from that, he had decided
not to seek a mceting, so that ncither the Trustee nor the
strongmen could suspect what was coming.

Scarcely had he entered the gate than the news was all over
the Alley. As he walked to the veranda he glanced quickly
around the garden with its tall mulberry and fig trees, its rose
bushes and flowering shrubs in every corner. The familiar
scents had disappeared with winter. A soft, still light like that
of evening shone as if distilled from the spread of white cloud.
Hewalked upthesteps, fighting back a swarm of memories. He
wentinto the drawingroom andsawseated at the far end Lady
Hudaa and her husband, waiting for him. He looked at his
mother and their eyes met. She stood up for an emotional
greeting. He bent over her hands and kissed them, and she
kissed him tenderly on the forehead, bringing pangs to his
heart. He turned his face to the Trustee and saw him sitting
there in his cloak, cyeing them both coldly. He offered him his
hand and the Effendi halfstood up to shake it, then hastily sat
down again.
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Hudaa ran her eyes over Gebel with mixed surprise and
concern at his appearance, his lean body clothed in a shoddy
jellabawith a coarse belt, hisworn-out shoes, the dirty cap over
his tousled hair. Her eyes spoke her grief at hisstate and at the
life he had contented himself with. Her high hopesseemedto
have come to nothing. She motioned him to sitdown, and he
took a seat beside her. She herself sank into her chair as if
exhausted. He understood what she felt and told her in a
confident voice about his life in Muqattam Bazaar, his work
and hismarriage. He spoke with satisfaction of thatlife, in spite
of its harshness. His words upset her.

— Live asyou please! Butwhydidn’t you make my house the
first you came to when you returned to the Alley?

He wastempted to tell her that his real goal in returning was
her house, but he put off saying so because the moment was
not suitable and because he had not yet recovered from the
emotion of the meeting. He answered:

— I wanted to come to your house, but I didn’t have the
courage to enter it after what had happened.

The Effendi asked him coldly:

— Why did you come back if life elsewhere was so good?

Hudaa gave her husband a reproachful look, which he
ignored. Gebel said with a smile:

— Perhaps I came back, sir, because I wanted to see you.

Hudaa reproached him:

— Butyou didn’t come and see us till we sent for you, you
ungrateful creature.

Gebel looked down.

— Believe me, whenever I remembered the circumstances
that drove me to leave this house, I cursed them from the
bottom of my heart.

The Effendi looked at him suspiciouslyand was about to ask
him what he meant, but Hudaa got in first:

— You heard, of course, that we had pardoned Hamdaan’s
people for your sake?
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Gebel realized that it was time for these well-bred pleasant-
ries to end, as had been fated from the beginning, and for the
struggle to begin. He said:

— The truth is that they're suffering a degradation worse
than death, and several of them have been killed.

The Effendi gripped his prayer beads tightly and shouted:

— They're criminals and they got what they deserved.

Hudaa waved her hand hopefully and said:

— Let’s forget all about the past.

The Effendi persisted:

— Qidra’s blood couldn’t be shed with impunity.

Gebel said stubbornly:

— The real criminals are the strongmen.

The Effendi stood up nervously and addressed his wife:

— You see what happenswhen I give wayto you about asking
him into our house?

Gebel said with determination:

— It was my intention to come to you in any case, sir;
perhaps it’s because I realize how much I owe this house that
I waited till I was invited.

The Trustee looked at him with fear and suspicion.

— What do you want out of coming?

Gebel [aced the Elfendi boldly, knowing full well that he was
opening the door through which a furious storm would burst,
but his experience in the desert had given him unshakable
courage.

— I've come to demand the rights of Hamdaan’s people to
the Trust and to a securc lifec.

The Effendi’s f[ace darkened with rage, and Hudaa’s mouth
hung open in despair. The Trustee glared as he said:

— Do you rcally dare to talk like that again? Have you
forgotten how the disasters [ell on your people one after the
other after your stupid old head-man dared to come with these
idiotic demands? Iswear you're mad, and I don’t waste my time
on madmen.
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Hudaa said tearfully:

— Gebel, I was going to ask you and your wife to come and
live with us.

Gebel said firmly:

— I've simply passed on to you the wishes of one whose
wishes can’t be refused, your Ancestor and ours, Gebelaawi.

The Effendi studied Gebel carefully, bewildered. Hudaa
stood up anxiously and put her hand on Gebel’s shoulder,
saying:

— Gebel, what’s come over you?

Gebel said with a smile:

— I'm well, thank you!

The Effendi protested:

— Well? You're well? What's happened to yourintelligence?

Gebel said calmly:

— Listen to my story and judge for yourself.

And he told them what he had told Hamdaan’s people.
When he had finished, the Effendi said, peering suspiciously
into his face:

— The Founder hasn’t left his house since he withdrew
from the world.

— But I met him in the desert.

He asked ironically:

— And why didn’t he tell me of his wishes?

— That's his secret; he knows best.

The Effendi laughed scornfully.

— Conjuring is the right job for you; but you’re not content
with simple tricks; you want to juggle with the whole Trust.

Gebel remained calm.

— God knows I've spoken nothing but the truth. Let’s
consult Gebelaawi himself, if you can, or the Ten Clauses.

The Effendi’s rage burst forth. He scowled, and his limbs
trembled as he shouted:

— You cunning thiel, you shan’t escapeyour horrible fate,
not even if you [lee to the top of the Jebel.
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Hudaa wailed:

— Oh misery! I never imagined you’d bring me all this
sorrow, Gebel.

Gebel asked in amazement:

— All this just because I've demanded my people’s lawful
rights?!

The Effendi screamed at the top of his voice:

— Quiet! Cunning devil! Dope-head! Alley of dope-heads!
Sons of bitches! Get out of my house! Come back with your
drivel, and you and your people will be slaughtered like lambs.

Gebel scowled furiously and shouted:

— Mind the anger of Gebelaawi doesn’t catch up with you!

The Effendi sprang at Gebel and punched himin his broad
chest with all his might, but Gebel stood the blow stoutly, then
turned to Hudaa and said:

— I only respect him out of respect for you.

He turned his back on them and left.
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Hamdaan’s people expected the very worst. Henna dis-
agreed with the general view and thought that, as long as Gebel
was head of Hamdaan’s people, Lady Hudaa would not allow
them to be destroyed. However, Gebel himself did not share
Henna’s vicw. Ile maintained that when the Trust was threat-
ened, no one counted, neither Gebel nor anyone else, how-
ever close to the Effendi. Hereminded them of their Ancestor’s
wish that they should be strong and ready to face disasters.
Digger told people how Gebel had been rolling in luxury and
had thrown it aside of his own free will for their sakes; it would
notberight for anyone to lethim down. If they used forceand
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itdid notsucceed, it could not make things anyworse for them
than they already were.

The fact was that Hamdaan’s people were afraid and their
nerves were on edge, but in their despair they found strength
and purpose. They kept repeating the proverb: ‘May as well
hangfor awolfasasheep.” Radwaan thebardalone keptsaying
sadly: ‘If the Founder wished, he’d proclaim the truth and
decide in our favor and save us from certain destruction.’
When Gebel heard about this he was furious and stormed
round to see him. He seized him by the shoulders and shook
him till he almost fell from hisseat. Heroared: ‘Is thiswhat the
bards are like, Radwaan? You recite the stories of the heroes
and sing to the music of the rebec, but when things get nasty
you bolt to your holes and spread doubt and despair. Damned
cowards! (Then, turning towards those seated around:)
Gebelaawi hasnothonored anyothersectorashe hashonored
yours. If he hadn’t thought of you as being his family in a
special way, he wouldn’t have met me and spoken to me. He
shines his light on our path, and he’s promised to help us. I'm
going to fight, by God, even if I have to fight alone!’

Butitseemed he was not alone; every man and everywoman
supported him. They all expected an ordeal and seemed not
to care about the consequences. Gebel had taken over the
leadership of his sector spontaneously, as the result of events
that he had neither intended nor arranged. Hamdaan himself
had not tried to prevent this but had been happy to give up a
position that would become the target for an unrestrained
attack.

Gebel did not stay in but went about as usual, against
Hamdaan’s advice. He expected trouble at every step, but not
one of the strongmen molested him. He was amazed at this.
The only explanation he could think of was that the Effendi
had kept quiet about their meeting in the hope that Gebel in
return would say no more about his demands, so that it would
beasthough nothinghad happened. Behind this policy he saw
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Hudaa’s sad face and her faithful mother-love. He was afraid
that if her love lasted it would hurt him more than her
husband’s harshness. He thought for a long time about what
must be done to poke the fire back into life.

Strange things began to happen in the Alley. One day a
woman's cries for help were heard from a cellar. It turned out
thatasnake hadslithered between herfeetandshe hadrushed
out into theroad. Some men volunteered to search for it and
wentinto her home with their sticks. They huntedit downand
killed it with a hail of blows. They threw it into the road and
urchins snatched it up and played with it noisily. This was not
an unusual event in the Alley, but hardly an hour had passed
before another scream [or help was heard from a house at the
end nearest to Gemalia. No sooner had night fallen than there
was uproar in a tenement-house in Hamdaan’s sector when
somebodysawasnake; butitdisappeared before anyone could
catchit, and all efforts to find it came to nothing. Then Gebel
himself offered to fetch it out, using what he had learnt from
Balqgeeti. Hamdaan’s people talked of how Gebel had stood
naked in the courtyard and spoken to the snake in a secret
language till it came obediently.

These events might have becn forgotten by next morning if
they had not becn repeated in the homes of some important
people. Everyone soon heard howasnake had bitten Hamooda
ashewas crossing the entrance passage of the tenement-house
where he lived. Ie had screamed in spite of himself till his
friends came and helped him. At this point the situation
becamethesubjectofwildrumor. Peoplespokeof nothing but
snakes, and the strange events continued. One of the men in
Barakaat’s hashish d ensaw a snake appear between the rafters
for afewseconds and then vanish. They jumped up in a panic
and fled.

News of the snakes eclipsed the tales of the bards in the
cafes. Things seemed to have gone beyond the bounds of
decency when a big snake appeared in the home of his Honor
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the Trustee. The many servants of the house fanned out and
searched in every corner for the vanished snake, but they
could find no trace of it. Fear gripped the Trustee and Hudaa,
and she seriously thought of leaving the house till she could be
quite sure that it wasrid of snakes. While the house was turned
upside down, screams and commotion were heard from the
house of Thudclub. The gatekeeper wentto find out moreand
reported back to his master that a snake had bitten one of
Thudclub’ssonsandthendisappeared.Panicreigned. Screams
for help came from one tenement-house after another. Hudaa
decided finally to leave the Alley.

Then Hassanayn, the gatekeeper, said that Gebel was a
conjurer, and that such people knew ways of catching snakes;
Gebel had hunted out a snake from one of the tenement-
houses of Hamdaan. The Effendi turned pale and said not a
word, but Hudaa quickly told the gatekeeper to fetch Gebel.
The man looked at his master for his assent, and the Effendi
muttered a few angry words without making himself clear.
Hudaa gave him the choice between sending for Gebel and
leaving the house, and so, trembling with rage, he let the
gatekeeper go.

A crowd had gathered between Trustee’s House and
Strongman’s House. The important people had gone inasa
deputation to the Trustee, led by the strongmen — Thudclub,
Hamooda, Barakaat, Lionheart and Quicksilver. They could
talk of nothing but the snakes. Quicksilver said:

— Something inthe Jebel must have driven the snakes into
our homes.

Thudclub, who seemed to be battling with himself as he
could find no one else to fight, bellowed:

— All our lives we have been neighbors of the Jebel and it
has done us no harm.

He was still furious over what had happened to his son, and
Hamooda had not yet recovered from the bite on his foot. Fear
gripped them all. They said their homes were not safe to live
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in; the inhabitants had all gathered in the road.

Gebel came carrying his empty bag, and greeted everyone,
then stood before the Trustee and Hudaa, polite and confi-
dent. The Effendi could not bring himself to look at him, but
she said:

— They tell us, Gebel, thatyou would be able to drive the
snakes out of our houses.

Gebel said calmly:

— That’s one of the things I've learnt.

— I have sent for you to rid the house of snakes.

Gebel looked at the Effendi.

— Does your Honor permit?

Hiding his annoyance, the Trustee muttered:

— Yes!

At this point Lionheart came forward, prompted secretly by
Thudclub.

— And our houses and everybody else’s?

— My knowledge is at the service of everybody.

Voices were raised in thanks; and Gebel let his large eyes
rove round their faces for a while, then said:

— But perhaps I don’t need to remind you that everything
has its price, as usual in our Alley.

The strongmen looked at him in surprise. He went on:

— Why be surprised? You guard the sectors in return for
protection money, and his Honor the Trustee manages the
Trust in return for control over its revenues.

The situation was obviously delicate, and people could not
revealwiththeir eyeswhattheyfeltintheirhearts, but Thudclub
said:

— What do you want for your work?

IHe answcered calmly:

— I’m not asking for money. I want your word of honor that
you'll respect the dignity of Hamdaan’s people and their
rights in the Trust.

Silence fell. The very air seemed charged with hidden
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anger. Hudaa’s anxiety increased when the Trustee juststared
at the ground. Gebel spoke again:

— Don’t think I'm defying you. The fact is I'm simply
reminding you of what justice demands for your downtrodden
brothers. The fearthathasdrivenyououtofyour homesisonly
a taste of the bitterness your brothers drink every day of their
wretched lives.

Angry looks flashed in their eyes and were swiftly hidden,
but Quicksilver shouted:

— I can send for a Sufi who knows how to handle snakes,
even if it means staying out of our houses for two or three days
till he comes from his village.

Hudaa protested:

— How can the people of a whole alley stay outside for two
or three days?

The Effendi was thinking furiously, controlling his anger
and hatred as best he could. Then he said to Gebel:

— I give you the word of honor you demand; begin your
work.

The strongmen were horrified, but the situation did not
allow them to express their feelings. Their hearts were filled
with murderous thoughts. Gebel however told them to go
right away to the bottom of the garden, so that he had the
whole place to himself. Then he stripped off his clothes and
stood naked asthe daywhen Lady Hudaa had lifted him out of
the pool of rainwater. He went from place to place and room
to room, now whistling softly, now muttering obscure words.
Thudclub came up to the Trustee and said:

— He’s the one who sent the snakes into our houses.

The Effendi motioned him to be silent and murmured:

— Let him take his snakes away.

Asnake hidden in alight shaft obeyed Gebel, and he coaxed
another out from the Trust office. They twined round his arm,
and he appeared with them on the veranda, where he slipped
them into his bag. Then he put on his clothes and stood
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waiting till everyone came. He said to them:

— Let’s go to your houses so that I can clean them out.

He turned to Hudaa and said softly:

— But for my people’s misery, I'd never make any condi-
tions for serving you.

Then he went up to the Trustee and said boldly:

— The word of a free man is binding.

And he went out, everyone else following in silence.
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Gebel succeeded in ridding the Alley of snakes, in full view
of all its people. Whenever one yielded to him shouts and
cheers went up, and the whole Alley was buzzing, from the
Great House to Gemalia. When he finished his work and went
home, youths and urchins gathered round him singing to an
accompaniment of clapping:

Gebel, savior of the paupers!
Gebel, victor over vipers!

The singing and clapping went on even after he had gone,
which greatly annoyed the strongmen. Soon Hamooda,
Lionheart, Barakaat and Quicksilver burst on the demonstra-
tors and let fly with curses and insults, kicks and punches, till
theyfled for theshelter oftheirhomes, leaving theroadtocats,
dogs and flies. People wondered about the reason for this
attack: how could they reward Gebel’s work with an assault on
those who were celebrating it? Would the Effendi keep his
promise to Gebel? Or was this attack the beginning of a savage
campaign of revenge? These questions went round in Gebel’s
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head, and he summoned the men of Hamdaan to his place to
plan things.

At the same time Thudclubwas meeting the Trustee and his
wife and was saying firmly:

— We shan’t spare a single one of them.

The Effendi looked pleased, but Hudaa said:

— And the word of honor which the Trustee gave?

Thudclub scowled inhumanly and said:

— People are ruled by force, not honor.

She protested:

— They will say of us...

— Let them say what they like! When do they ever stop?
They jabber away all night in the hashish dens, gossiping and
jokingaboutus; butwhenwegouptheAlleytheyjumptotheir
feet because they're afraid of the stick, not because they care
about honor.

The Effendi looked at her angrily.

— Itwas Gebel who hatched this plot with the snakes so that
he could dictate his terms to us; everybody knows that. Who
expects me to keep the word I gave to a low, cunning fraud?

To quieten her conscience, Thudclub said, looking as ugly
as ever:

— Remember, madam, if Gebel succeeds in winning the
rights of Hamdaan’s people in the Trust, nobody in the Alley
will rest till he has obtained hisrights too. So the Trust will be
lost and us with it.

The Effendi squeezed the prayer beads in his hand till they
crunched, and he yelled:

— Don’t spare a single one of them!

The strongmen were summoned to Thudclub’s house and
were then joined by their most trusted men. The news spread
that some dire fate was being preparedfor Hamdaan’s people.
Women peered out of every window and men crowded in the
Alley. Gebel had already laid his plans. The men of Hamdaan
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had assembled in the courtyard of the middle tenement-
house, armed with sticks and baskets of stones, while the
women were dispersed round the tenements and on the roof.
Each of them had a part to play, and any mistake or change of
plan would mean their destruction, so they took up their
positionsround Gebel, all extremely tenseand anxious. Gebel
could not help seeing the state theywerein and he reminded
them of the Founder’s support for him and of his promise of
success for the strong. He found them ready to believe him,
some out of faith, others out of despair. Radwaan the bard
leaned over and whispered in Hamdaan’s ear:

— I'm afraid our plan won’t succeed. I think it'd be better
to barricade the gate and to strike from the roof and the
windows.

Hamdaan shrugged his shoulders in annoyance and said:

— Then we’d condemn ourselves to be blockaded till we
starved to death. '

Hamdaan went over to Gebel and asked him:

— Wouldn’t it be better to leave the gate open?

Gebel said:

— Leaveitasitis, otherwise they’ll be uncertainwhattodo.

A cold, fierce wind was howling, driving the clouds across
the sky. Theywondered whether it wouldrain. The noise of the
crowd outside grew louder, drowning the caterwauling of cats
and the barking of dogs. Then Henna gave awarning cry: ‘The
devils have come!’

Theyhadindeed come. Thudclub had sallied forth from his
house flanked by the other strongmen and followed by their
henchmen, all carrying cudgels. They walked slowly to the
gates of the Great House, thendowntoHamdaan’ssector. The
crowd greeted themwithshoutsand cheers. There werevaried
motives for this cheering: a few people were delighted at the
prospect of a fight and wanted to see blood spilt; and some
hated Hamdaan’s people for priding themselves on a status
that no one else recognized; but most loathed the strongmen
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and their misdeeds, hiding their hatred and feigning support
only out of fear and hypocrisy. Thudclub did not give a
thought to any of them, but marched straight on till he stood
in front of Hamdaan's tenement-house and shouted:

— If there’s a man among you let him come out to me!

Henna's voice came from behind a window:

— Give us your word of honor that anybody who comes out
will not be tricked.

Thudclubwasfuriousat her alludingto the ‘word of honor’.
He yelled:

— Is this old tart your only spokesman?

Henna yelled:

— God forgive your mother, Thudclub!

Thudclub screamed his command to attack the gate. Some
of the men hurled themselves at it while others flung stones at
the shutters, so that no one would dare to open them for a
counter-attack. The attackers clustered round the gate, thrust-
ing against it with their shoulders. They kept on heaving till it
began to tremble. They grewstill more determined, rocking it
tillitworked loose. Then they drewback,ranatitandrammed
it, bursting it right open. Through it, at the end of the long
passage, could be seen the courtyard, and in it Gebel and the
men of Hamdaan, all with cudgels poised. Thudclub made an
obscene gesture with hishand and let outajeeringlaugh, then
charged down the passage with his men behind him.

They had scarcely gone half way when the ground gaped
suddenly open beneath them and they tumbled to the bottom
of a deep pit. Straight away the windows on either side of the
passage wereflungopen, and from them water was pouredout
of jugs, pots, basins and water-skins. The men of Hamdaan at
oncerushed to the pit and flung in basket-loads of stones. For
the very first time the Alley heard screams coming from its
strongmen and saw blood spurting from Thudclub’shead and
sticks battering the heads of Hamooda, Barakaat, Lionheart
and Quicksilver as they floundered in the muddy water. Their
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henchmen saw what had happened to them and took to their
heels, leaving the strongmen helpless before their fate. The
hail of water and stones fell thicker and faster and the sticks
cracked down without mercy. The people heard cries for help
from throats which had only beenused to uttering abuse and
insults. Radwaan the bard was shouting at the top of his voice:

— Don’t spare a single one of them!

Blood mingled with the muddy water. Hamooda was the
first to die. Lionheart and Quicksilver screamed loudly, but
Thudclub grasped the side of the pit with both hands, wanting
to scramble out. His eyes were full of hatred and he was
overcoming his feelings of weakness and impotence and was
roaring like a bull. Blows rained down on him till he fell back,
losing his grip on the side of the pit, and dropped into the
water, clutching a lump of mud in each hand. Stillness de-
scended on the pit, where nothing moved or made a sound,
and the surface o the water was stained with blood and mud.
The men ofFlamdaan stood gazing down, panting. The crowd
pressed round the cntrance of the passage, staring in amaze-
ment into the pit. Radwaan shouted:

— This is the tyrants’ punishment.

The news spread through the Alleylike wildfire. Peoplesaid
thatGebel had gotrid of thestrongmenashe hadgotrid of the
snakes. Everyone cheered him thunderously. They burned
with enthusiasm, not caring about the cold wind, and pro-
claimed him Strongman of Gebelaawi Alley. They asked for
the strongmen'’s corpses, to mutilate them. There was much
clapping, and somc people began to dance. Gebel, however,
did not for a moment lose sight of his plan, and he had
everything clearly worked out in his head. He shouted to his
people:

— Come now to Trustee’s House.
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In the few minutes that passed before Gebel and his people
set out from the tenement-house, volcanoes of fury erupted.
The women poured out to join their men, and they all fell
uponthe strongmen’s homes, attacking their occupants with
punches and kicks, so that they ran for their lives, shielding
their heads with their hands and moaning and weeping. The
houses were plundered of every piece of furniture, food and
clothing, and everything else was smashed, leaving a trail of
splintered wood and glass. The angry mob set off for Trustee’s
House and gathered outside the locked gate chanting thun-
derously after their leader: ‘Bring the Trustee! And if he won’t
come...’

Their shouting turned to jeering. Some turned towards the
Great House, calling on their Ancestor Gebelaawi to come out
of his isolation and set right what had gone wrong in their
affairs and those of the Alley. Others began thumping the
Trustee’s gate with their fists and heaving at it with their
shoulders, urging those who hung back fearfully to help batter
it down. At that tense moment Gebel arrived leading his
people, both men and women, walking talland proud because
of the decisive victory they had won. The crowd made way for
them and cheered andshriekedtill Gebel signed to them to be
quiet. Their voices trailed away and fell silent, so that they
heard the howling of the wind again. Gebel looked at the faces
gazing up at him and said:

— People of the Alley, my greetings and thanks!

They cheered again till he raised hishandfor silence. Then
he said:

— Our work won’t be done till you have broken up peace-
fully.

From several throats came the cry:

— We want justice, master of the Alley.

He said in a voice that all could hear:
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— Go now, quietly! The Founder’s will shall indeed be
done.

There were cheers for the Founder and his son Gebel.
Gebel’s steady gaze urged the crowd to be gone. They would
have loved tostay where they were, butfaced with his stare they
could not avoid dispersing. One by one they left, till all had
gone. Then Gebel went to the gate of Trustee's House and
knocked, shouting:

— Open up, Hassanayn!

The man’s trembling voice was heard:

— The people... The people...

— There is nobody here but us.

He opened the gate and Gebel went in, followed by his
people. They walked up the trellised path to the veranda, and
there they saw Hudaa standing submissively in front of the
door of the drawing room, while the Effendi stood in the
doorway, hanging his head, his face deathly pale. At the sight
of him people began to snarl. Hudaa moaned:

— I'm in a dreadful state, Gebel.

Gebel pointed contemptuously at the Effendi and said:

— If the schemes of this shameless man had succeeded,
we'd all be mangled corpses now.

Hudaa’s answer was a heavy sigh. Gebel turned a cold stare
on the wilting Trustee and said:

— Now you see yourself helpless with no power and no
glory, no strongmen to protect you, no courage to support
you, no manlinessto plead foryou. IfIchosetoleaveyouto the
people of our Alley, theywould tear you to pieces and trample
you underfoot.

The Effendi quaked with fear, and he seemed bent and
shrunken, but IHudaa took a step towards Gebel and said
hopefully:

—Idon’tlike to hear anything from you but the kind words
I'm used to. We're in a dreadful state of nerves that deserves
merciful treatment from a real man like you.
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Gebel frowned to hide his emotion and said:

— Ifit wasn’t for my regard for you, things would go quite
differently.

— I don’t doubt it, Gebel. You’re a man who doesn’t
disappoint hopes. \

Gebel said with regret:

— How much easier it would have been if justice had been
done without a drop of blood being spilt!

The Effendi made an obscure gesture of helplessness, and
he crumpled up still further. Hudaa said:

— What is past is past. You'll find us very ready to listen.

The Trustee seemed to want to break hissilence atany cost
and said in a weak voice:

— This is a chance to make up for the wrongs of the past.

They listencd eagerly, anxious to know what state the tyrant
was in now that his power had left him. They stared at him
feeling at once a little appeased and very disapproving and
curious. The Trustee grew bolder, now that he had broken his
silence. He said:

— Today you are worthy to take the place of Thudclub.

Gebel’s face was grim and he said contemptuously:

— Being Strongman is not my aim. Find somebody else to
protect you; I only want the full rights of Hamdaan’s people.

— They are all yours, and you can manage the Trust if you
want.

Hudaa added hopefully:

— Like you used to, Gebel.

At this Digger called out from the crowd of Hamdaan’s
people:

— And why shouldn’t the whole Trust belong to us?

Therewas abuzzofexcitement,and the Trustee and hiswife
grew pale as death, but Gebel said angrily:

— The Founder told me to win back your rights, not to rob
others of theirs.

Digger asked:

178



Gebel

— And how do you know the others will get their rights?

Gebel shouted:

— That’s not my business. You seem only to hate oppression
ifit’s turned against you.

Hudaa said with emotion:

— Gebel, what a fine, honest man you are. I hope so very
much that you will come back to my house.

Gebel said resolutely:

— I shall stay in Hamdaan’s sector.

— It doesn’t suit your position.

— When riches flowinto our hands, we'll make our houses
as good as the Great House. That is the wish of our Ancestor
Gebelaawi.

The Trustee looked up hesitantly at Gebel’s face and said:

— The way we saw the people of the Alley behave today
threatens our security.

Gebel said scorn(ully:

— How you get on with them is nothing to do with me.

Digger said:

— Ifyourespect your agreement with us, none of them will
dare to defy you.

The Trustce said eagerly:

— You rights shall be restored for all to see.

Hudaa said hopefully:

— You must have dinner with me tonight; that isa mother’s
wish.

Gebel understood this declaration of friendship between
himself and the Trustee’s family and could not refuse.

— Your wish is granted.
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The days that followed were bright with the rejoicing of
Hamdaan’s people — Gebel's people, as they came to be
called. Their cafe opened its doors again, and Radwaan the
bard sat cross-legged on the bench, playing his rebec. Ale
flowed freely for several days, the air grew thick with hashish-
smoke and old Henna started belly-dancing. People were
happy to reveal who had killed Qidra, and Gebelaawi's meet-
ing with Gebel was described with a halo of imagined detail.

For Gebel and Shafeeqa this was a very good time. One day
he said to her:

— It would be lovely to have Balgeeti to stay!

She was thinking of her imminent ordeal.

— Yes, so that he can greet his grandchild with a blessing.

— You are the source of my happiness, Shafeeqa. Sayida will
find a good husband among Hamdaan’s people.

— Say ‘Gebel’s people’ as everybody else does. You're the
best man this sector has ever known.

He smiled and said:

— No, Adham was the best of us all. How he longed for the
happy life in which the only work would be music; his dream
will yet come true.

Digger came into sight. Hewas drunk and was dancing with
a group of Gebel’s people. When he saw Gebel coming up he
brandished his cudgel playfully and said:

— You don’t want to be Strongman, so I'm going to be.

Gebel roared at him, so that everyone heard:

— There’s to be no more strongman business among
Hamdaan’s people, but they must all be strong against any-
body who means them harm.

Digger went into the cafe, and the rest followed him,
staggering drunkenly. Gebel told them:

— Of all the people of the Alley you are the dearest to our
Ancestor, and you are its masters now. Love and justice and
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respect mustrule amongyou. Let no crime ever be committed
in your seclor.

The sound of drums and singing rang out from the tene-
ment-houses of Hamdaan’s people, and the festive lights
shone out, while the rest of the Alley was sunk in its usual
darkness. The urchins gathered at the edge of Hamdaan's
sector to watch from a distance. Then along came some men
fromdowntheAlleywith gloomyfaces. Theywentintothe cafe
and were received politely and invited to sit down, and tea was
brought for them. Gebel guessed they had not come just for
the pleasure. His guess proved right when Zanaati, the oldest
of them, said:

— Gebel, we're all sons of one Alley and one Ancestor.
Today you're the master of the Alley and its most powerful
man. Justice should rule in all the sectors and not only in
Hamdaan’s.

Gebel said nothing, and his people looked indifferent, but
the man went on doggedly:

— It’s in your power to bring justice to the whole Alley.

From theverylirst, Gebel had not cared about therestofthe
Alley, and none of his people cared. On the contrary, they had
felt superior, even in their days of trial. Gebel said gently:

— Our Ancestor charged me with my own people.

— But he’s everybody’s Ancestor, Gebel.

Hamdaan said:

— That’s an arguable point.

He studied their faces for the effect of his words and saw
their gloom deepen. He went on:

— As for our close connection with him, he himself con-
firmed that in the desert meeting.

Zanaati looked [or a moment as though he wanted to say
‘That’s an arguable point.’ but his spirit was broken. He asked
Gebel:

— Are you pleascd at our poverty and wretchedness?

Gebel said without enthusiasm:
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— Not at all! But it’s no business of ours.

The man persisted:

— How can it not be your business?

Gebelwondered whatright the man had tospeak to him like
this. Still he was not angry; he found part of himself sympathiz-
ing with him, but another part of him refused to go through
fresh difficulties for the sake of the others. And whowere these
others? The answer came fromthelips of Digger, who shouted:

— Have you forgotten how you treated us during our time
of trial?

The man looked down for a while, then said:

— Who was able to speak his thoughts or show his true
feelings in the days of the strongmen? Would they have
forgiven anybody who treated people in ways they didn’t like?

Digger’s lips tightened in pride and contempt:

— You envied us our high position in the Alley, and you still
do. Maybe you did so before the strongmen.

Zanaati hung his head in despair and said:

— God help you, Digger!

Digger went on pitilessly:

— Thank our leader for deciding not to take vengeance on
you.

Gebel was filled with conflicting thoughts and retreated
into silence. He was reluctant to offer a helping hand but he
was not happy toreject them outright. The men found them-
selves faced with open hostility from Digger, cold looks from
the others and a discouraging silence from Gebel. They stood
up crestfallen, and went the way they had come. Digger
contained himselftill they had disappeared, then shook hisfist
in disgust and shouted:

— To hell with you, sons of pigs!

Gebel thundered:

—It’snotfor thelords of the Alley to en joy others’ suffering.
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It was a memorable day when Gebel collected his people’s
shareofthe Trust’srevenues. Hetookhisseatin the courtyard
of ‘Victory House’ and summoned Hamdaan’s people. He
counted how many were in each family and shared out the
money accordingly. He did not even single himself out for
special treatment. Hamdaan was perhaps not altogether con-
tent with this fairness, but he expressed his feelings indirectly,
saying to Gebel:

— Itisn’t right to stint yourself, Gebel.

Gebel frowned and said:

—I'have takentheshare oftwo people, myselfand Shafeeqa.

— But you're the head of this sector.

Gebel said for all to hear:

— A leader must not rob his people.

Digger secmed to be waiting anxiously for the outcome of
the dispute, then said:

— Gebelis not lamdaan, and Hamdaan is not Digger, and
Digger is not Triptoe.

Gebel protested angrily:

— Do you want to divide one family into masters and
servants?

But Digger clung to his opinion and said:

— We have cale owners and peddlers and beggars amongst
us; how can you treat them as equals? [ was the first to go out
during the blockade, getting myself chased by Qidra. Iwas the
first to meet you in your exile, and later I was the first to back
you up when everybody else hung back.

Gebel grew still angrier and bellowed:

— A man who praises himself is a liar. God! Men like you
deserve whatever trouble you get.

Digger would have liked to go on with the argument, but
Gebel’s eyes blazed with anger, so he backed down and left the
gathering without another word.
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That evening Digger went to Mulehead’s hashish den and
satin the circle of smokers, nursing his grievances. He sought
comfort by inviting Triptoe to gamble with him, and they
played seega. Within half an hour Digger had lost his share of
the Trust’s revenue. Mulehead laughed as he changed the
water in the pipe.

— Bad luck Digger! You’re doomed to be poor, evenagainst
the wishes of the Founder.

The loss had cleared Digger’s head and he growled:

— Riches are not lost so easily.

Mulehead tested the pipe to see how much water there was
in it, then said:

— But you've lost yours.

Triptoe was arranging the notes carefully. Then he lifted his
hand to put them in the breast of his jellaba, but Digger
stopped him with one hand and held out the other for the
money. Triptoe scowled and said:

— Itisn’t your money any more; you have no right toit.

— Let go of the money, you scum.

Mulehead looked at them anxiously, and said:

— Don’t quarrel in my home.

Digger gripped Triptoe’s hand, shouting:

— This bastard isn’t going to rob me!

— Let go of my hand, Digger, I'm not robbing you.

— You mean you earned it?

— Why did you gamble?

Digger hit him hard, and screeched:

— My money! Before I break your bones!

Triptoe snatched his hand away and Digger went mad with
rage and jabbed his finger in Triptoe’s right eye. Triptoe
screamed loudly and leapt up, then covered his eye with both
hands, letting the money fall into Digger’s lap. He staggered
with painthen felldown groaning. The others gatheredround
him, while Digger collected up the money and putit back in
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the breast of his jellaba. Mulehead came up to him and said,
horrified:

— You've put his eye out.

Digger sat for a short time, shocked, then got up suddenly
and left.

Gebel stood in the courtyard of his victory with the as-
sembled men of Hamdaan. Anger was in his eyes andin the set
of his jaw. Trip[oe squatted in front of him, with a tight
bandage over his eye, while Digger stood, facing Gebel’s wrath
silent and alone. Hamdaan tried to calm Gebel’s temper and
said gently:

— Digger will give back the money to Triptoe.

Gebel shouted at the top of his voice:

— Let him first give him back his eye.

Triptoe cried, and Radwaan the bard said with a sigh:

— Il only that could be done!

Gebel’s [ace was dark as a thundercloud. He said:

— But it is possible to take an eye for an eye.

Diggerstared into Gebel’s face fearfully. He gave the money
to Hamdaan saying:

— I'was out of my mind with rage; I didn’t mean to injure
him.

Gebel studied his face angrily for a long time, then saidin
a terrifying voice:

—An eye for an eye — and the one who acts first ends worst!

They looked at one another helplessly. They had never seen
Gebel angrier than today, and events had already proved the
violence of his temper when he had left his luxurious home
and when he had killed Qidra. His rages were indeed terrible,
and when he was carried away no one could come between him
and his goal. Hamdaan tried to speak, but Gebel got in first:

—TheFounder of the Trust did not prefer you so that some
of you could attack others. Either you have a life based on
order, or chaos that will spare none of you. For that reason,
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Digger, I decree that your eye shall be put out.

Digger was panic-stricken and shouted:

— Not a hand shall be laid on me, not if I have to fight the
lot of you.

Gebel sprang at him like a mad bull and punched him very
hard in the face, knocking him out. He lifted up the uncon-
scious man, holding him from behind in his arms, then turned
to Triptoe and said in a commanding voice:

— Get up and take your due.

Triptoe stood up, but then hesitated, while screams came
from Digger’s home. Gebel looked grimly at Triptoe and
shouted:

— Come, before I buryyou alive.

Triptoe went up to Digger and put out his right eye in full
view of everyone. The screams from Digger’s tenement grew
louder and his friends Mulehead and Lamplighter Ali wept.
Gebel shouted at them:

— You vile cowards! My God! You only hated strongman
methods when they were turned against you. No sooner does
one of you find himselfstrong then he rushes todo wrong and
attack his neighbor. The only thing for the devils hidden
inside you is to beat them without pity, without mercy. Either
order or destruction!

He went off leaving Digger in the hands of his friends.

This event had an immense effect on people’s minds.
Before it, Gebel had been abelovedleader and his people had
thought him a strongman who did not wish to take the name
or the outward signs of his position. After it, hewasfeared and
dreaded. Some people whispered abouthis harshness and his
tyranny, but they always found others to oppose them and
mention the other side of his nature — his pity for the victim
and hissincere wish to establish an order thatwould guarantee
Jjustice and brotherhood among Hamdaan’s people. The lat-
terview found support everyday in his words and deeds, so that
those who disliked him warmed towards him, those who feared
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him trusted him, and those who had shunned him inclined to
him. Then cveryone wanted the order he stood for and
nobody disputed it. Uprightness and honesty reigned in his
days. He remained among them as a symbol of justice and
order till at last he died without having swerved an inch from
his path.

That is the story of Gebel.

Hewasthe firsttorebel againstinjustice in our Alley and the
first to have the honor of contact with Gebelaawi after he
withdrew [rom the world. He obtainedsuchpowerthatnoone
disputed it with him, and yet he refrained from strongman
methods and crookery and from getting rich by taking protec-
tion money and trading in drugs. He remained a byword for
justice and strength and order amongst his people. True, he
did not worryaboutthe othersintheAlley; perhapsin hisheart
of hearts he scorned or despised them, as did the rest of his
people, but he never wronged nor harmed any of them, and
he was an example to cveryone.

If only forgetlulness did not plague our Alley, good ex-
amples would not be wasted. But our plague is forgetfulness.
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Dawn was notfaroff. Everyliving thingin the Alley had gone
tosleep, even the strongmen and the cats and dogs. Darkness
had settled in every corner as if it would never leave. Under
cover of the all-embracing stillness, the door of Victory House
in Gebel's sector was opened with great caution, and out
slipped two figures. They went silently towards the Great
House and followed its high wall round to the desert. They
tiptoed and kept looking round to be sure no one was follow-
ing. They walked on far into the desert, guided by the light of
the scatter of stars, till they could make out Hind’s Rock like a
patch of deeper darkness.

Theywereamiddle-aged manandapregnantyoungwoman,
and both carried bulging bundles. At the rock the woman
sighed and said:

— My dear Shaafiy, I'm tired.

The man stopped and said gruffly:

— Take a rest then, and damn those who caused your
tiredness!

The woman put down her bundle and sat on it, resting her
belly between her thighs. The man stood for a moment,
peering about, then he too sat down on his bundle. A moist
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dawn breeze stirred around them, but the woman did not
forget the question that absorbed her:

— Where do you think I'll have my baby?

Shaafiy said crossly:

— Anywhere’s better than our damned Alley, Abda. (He
looked up at the outline of the Jebel, which stretched to north
and south asfar as the eye could see, and continued:) We shall
go to Muqattam Bazaar. Gebel went there in his time of trial.
I'll open a carpentry shop and carry on with the work I did in
the Alley. I have a golden touch, and a fair amount of money
to make a start.

The woman drew her chador closer round her head and
shoulders and said sadly:

— We'll live in exile as if we had no people, we who belong
to Gebel’s people, the lords of the Alley.

The man spat angrily:

— Lords of the Alley indeed! We are just miserable slaves,
Abda; Gebel and his happy times have gone, and ‘Snarler’ has
come, damn him, our strongman who is against us and not for
us, who gobbles up our earnings and destroys anybody who
complains.

Abda could not deny any of this, for she had always lived
bitter days and sorrowful nights; but it seemed that the further
shewas from the hateful thingsin theAlley, the more her heart
clung to good memories. She said:

— Our Alleywould be the bestof allif it wasn’tfor its wicked
men. Where else is there a house like our Ancestor’s, or
neighbors like ours? Where else will you hear the stories of
Adham and Gebel and Hind’s Rock? Damn wicked men!

— The cudgels crack down for the slightest reason, and the
mighty swagger about among us like fate itself.

He remembered the abominable Snarler who had taken
him by the collar and shaken him till his ribs almost rattled,
and had then dragged him in the dust in front of everyone, all
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because he had once talked about the Trust. He stamped his
foot on the ground and went on:

—Thatdamned criminal snatched the little son of Sidhum,
the head-meat man, and after that nothing was ever heard of
him again. He had no mercy on a little one a month old, and
you ask where you're to have your baby! You’ll have it with
people who don’t kill babies.

Abda sighed and said gently:

— If only you could be content with the same as other
people.

He frowned in the darkness.

— What did I do wrong, Abda? Nothing. I just asked what
had become of Gebel and Gebel’s covenant and of just force,
and why Gebel’s people are poor and wretched again. He
smashed my shop up and beat me, and would have killed me
but for the ncighbors. If we'd stayed at home till you had your
baby, he’'d have pounced on it as he did with Sidhum’s.

She shook her head sadly.

— Ohif onlyyou were patient, my dear Shaafiy! Haven’tyou
heard them say Gebelaawi will certainly come back one day to
save his children from oppression and humiliation?

Shaafiy puffed:

— So theysay! I've been hearing that ever since I was a boy.
But the factis our Ancestor has shut himself awayin his house,
and the Trustee has taken the Trust’s money for himself,
except what he gives to the strongmen to protect him; and
Snarler, strongman of Gebel’s people, takes their share and
buries it in his stomach, as if Gebel had never been, as if he
hadn’t taken the eye of his friend Digger for the eye of poor
Triptoe.

The woman wassilent in the darkness. Morning would find
her amongst strangers who would be her new neighbors, and
her baby would be born into their hands. It would growup on
strange soil, like a cutting taken from a tree. She had been
happy enough with Gebel’s people, taking the food to her
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husband’s shop, sitting at night by the window to listen to the
rebec of dear old Jawaad the blind bard. How sweet was its
music, and how lovely was the story of Gebel, the night
Gebelaawi met him in the darkness and told him not to be
afraid, assuring him of his love and supporttill he succeeded.
He had come back to his Alleywith joyin his heart. How sweet
it was to come back from exile!

Shaafiy was gazing up at the sky and at the unsleeping stars,
and he glimpsed the first signs of light over the Jebel. He
warned:

— We must be on our way so as toreach the Bazaar before
sunrise.

— I still need rest.

— Damn those who caused your tiredness.

How beautiful life would be but for Snarler; it was full of
good things: the pure air, the starry sky, pleasant sensations.
But there were also the Trustee Ihaab and the strongmen:
‘Bayoomi’ ‘and Jaabir, ‘Handoosa’ and Khaalid, and ‘Snarler’.
It would have been possible for every housetobecome like the
Great House and for the groans to turn into songs; but the
wretched people still yearned for the unattainable as Adham
before them had yearned. And what were these poor people:
necksred from beatings, backs bruised by kicks, eyes grazed by
flies, heads infested by lice.

— Why has Gebelaawi forgotten us?

The woman murmured:

— God knows how he is!

Shaafiy shouted in grief and anger:

— Gebelaawi!

The echo threw back his voice. He stood up saying:

— Trust in God!

Abda stood up and put her hand in his, and they headed
south for Muqattam Bazaar.
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Abda spoke with joy in her eyes and on her lips.

— There’s our Alley! And here arewe, back after our exile.
Praise be to God, Lord of all worlds!

Shaafiy smiled, wiping his forehead on the sleeve of his
cloak, and said with composure:

— It's good to be back!

Rifaa listened to his parents with a mixture of surprise and
sadness on his handsome, open face. He protested:

— Is Muqattam Bazaar going to be forgotten, and our
neighbors?

His mother smiled, drawing the corner of her chador over
her greying hair. She understood that the boy felt as strongly
for hisbirthplace asshe didfor hers. With his gentle, affection-
ate nature he could not forget friendships. She answered:

— Good things are never forgotten. But this is where you
really come from, and your people are here, the lords of the
Alley. You'll love them and they’lllove you. How lovely Gebel’s
sector will be now that Snarler’s dead!

Shaafiy warned:

— ‘Dungbeetle’ will be no better than Snarler.

— But Dungbeetle doesn’t hate you.

— Strongmen’s hatreds spring up as quickly as mud follows
rain.

Abda said hopefully:

— Don’t think like that. We've come back to live in peace.
You'llopenashopand makealiving. Anddon’tforget thatyou
lived under a strongman at Muqattam Bazaar. Everywhere
there’s a strongman for people to bow down to.

The family continued on their way to the Alley, Shaafiy in
the lead carrying a sack, Abda and Rifaa following with a big
bundle. Rifaa, with his height, his slim build and his innocent
face, wasan attractive young man with a mild and peaceful air,
a stranger to the earth he walked on. He examined the scene
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eagerly, till his eye fell on the Great House, isolated at the head
of the Alley, the tops of trees waving above its wall. He gazed
atitfor a long time, then asked:

— Our Ancestor’s house?

Abda said happily:

— Yes! You remember what we told you about it? Your
Ancestor lives there, the master of all this land and everything
that stands on it. Its goodness is his and so is its abundance. If
he wasn’t shut away the Alley would be filled with light.

Shaaliy went on scornfully:

— And in his name Thaab the Trustee robs us, and the
strongmen attack us.

Theywent towards the Alley, past the south wall of the Great
House, at which Rifaa continued to gaze. Then Trustee’s
House cameintoview, with its gatekeepersitting on the bench
by the open gate. Facing it stood the house of Bayoomi,
Strongman of the Alley, in front of which stood a donkey cart
with baskets of rice and fresh fruit. The servants were carrying
them in one after another. The Alley itself looked like a
playground for barefoot urchins, and women sat on the
ground or on rush mats in front of their tenement-houses,
shelling beans or mashing jute leaves and exchanging gossip,
jokes and abuse. There was a great deal of laughter and
shouting. Shaafiy and his family made for Gebel’s sector. An
old blind man, feeling his way slowly with a stick, met them at
the side of the road. Shaafiy set down hissack and went up to
him beaming. He stopped in front of him and exclaimed:

— Dear old Jawaad the bard! Hello!

The bard stopped, cocking an ear, then shook his head in
puzzlement and said:

— Hello! That’s a voice I seem to know.

— Have you forgotten your old friend Shaafiy the carpen-
ter?

The man’s face lit up and he exclaimed:

— Dear old Shaafiy! Good heavens!
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He opened his arms and the two men embraced with such
fervent affection that bystanders stared at them, and two
urchins playfully imitated their embrace. Jawaad seized his
friend’s hand and said:

— You left us twenty-odd years ago, what an age! And how’s
your wife?

Abda said:

— Dear old Jawaad! I'm well thank you, and I hope you are
too. And here’s our son. Rifaa, come and kiss the hand of our
dear old bard.

Rifaa came up to the bard happily, took his hand and kissed
it. The old man patted him on the shoulder and reached up to
feel at his head and his features. He said:

— Amazing! Amazing! How like your Ancestor!

This praise made Abda’s face light up, but Shaafiy laughed
and said:

— If you could see how thin he is you wouldn’t say that,

— It’s enough; there won’t be another Gebelaawi. What
does the young man do?

— I've taught him carpentry; but he’s aspoilt only child. He
stays in my shop very littleand wanders aboutin thedesertand
on the Jebel most of the time.

The bard smiled.

— A man doesn’t settle down before he’s married. And
where have you been, Shaaliy?

— In Mugqattam Bazaar.

The man laughed loudly.

— Like Gebel! But Gebel came back a conjurer and you've
come back asyou left, a carpenter. Anywayyour enemy’s dead.
But the new one’s as bad as the old.

Abda said quickly:

— They’re all like that, but we just want to live in peace.

Several men recognized Shaafiy and hurried towards him.
There were embraces all round and a babble of voices. Rifaa
looked about again with eager interest; his people were all
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around him, and thisallayed much of the loneliness he hadfelt
since he had left Muqattam Bazaar. His gaze roved around till
it fell on a window in the first tenement-house, from which a
girl was staring fascinated at his face. When their eyes met she
looked away at the horizon. One of his father’sfriends noticed
this and whispered to him:

— Aysha, Dungbeetle’s daughter! Onelookat her can cause
a bloodbath.

Rifaa blushed and his mother said:

— Heisn’tthatkind of boy; but thisis the firsttime he’sseen
his Alley.

Out of the first tenement-house came a man as strong as an
ox, strutting along in an ample jellaba, an aggressive mous-
tache bristling on his scarred and pock-marked face. People
murmured: ‘Dungbeetle! Dungbeetle!” Jawaad took Shaafiy
by the hand and led him forward, saying:

— A very good day to you, Strongman of Gebel's people.
Here’s our brother, Mr. Shaafiy the carpenter, who has come
back to his Alley after twenty years’ absence.

Dungbeetle gave Shaafiy’s face a piercing look. For a mo-
ment he ignored his outstretched hand, then shook it without
looking any friendlier and muttered coldly:

— Welcome!

Rifaa looked at him resentfully, and his mother whispered
to him to go and greet him. Rifaa went reluctantly and offered
his hand. Shaafiy said:

— My son Rifaa.

Dungbeetle gave Rifaa a look of dislike and contempt,
interpreted by the onlookers as scorn at his gentleness —
something unusual in the Alley. He shook his hand limply,
then turned to his father asking:

— Do you think that while you’ve been away you've forgot-
ten how we live in the Alley?

Shaafiy understood the hint but hid his discomfort.

— We’re at your service, sir, any time.
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Dungbeetle studied him doubtfully.

— Why did you leave your Alley?

Shaafiy said nothing, searching for a suitable answer.
Dungbeetle said:

— Running away from Snarler?

Jawaad the bard said hastily:

— It wasn’t for any unforgivable offence.

Dungbeetle warned Shaafiy:

— You won't be able to run away from me when I’'m angry.

Abda said hopefully:

— You’ll find us very good people, sir.

Shaafiy and his familywentsurrounded by friends to Victory
House, where they were to take over empty rooms that Jawaad
would show them. At a window opening on to the entrance
passage was a girl with a saucy kind of beauty. She stood
combing her hair in front of her reflection in the window
pane. When she saw the people coming she asked flirtatiously:

— Who's this coming like a bridegroom in procession?

There was laughter, and one man said:

—A new neighbor for you Jasmine. He’ll live opposite you
in the passage.

She laughed.

— God grant us more men!

Her eyes passed over Abda listlessly, but theyrested on Rifaa
with interest and admiration. Rifaa was even more struck by
her look than by that of Aysha, Dungbeetle’s daughter. He
followed his parents to the door of the lodgings opposite
Jasmine’s, on the other side of the passage. Jasmine was
singing:

Mother, what a beauty!
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46*********************

Shaafiy opened his carpenter’s shop by the gate of Victory
House. In the morning Abda went shopping, and Shaafiy and
hisson Rifaawenttothe shop and saton the doorstep waiting
for custom. Shaafiy had enough money for a month orso and
was not worried. He examined the covered passage, which led
to the big courtyard, and said:

— This is the blessed passage where Gebel drowned our
enemies.

Rifaa looked at him with far-away eyes and a smile on his
attractive lips. His father went on:

And in this place Adham built his hut where so much
happened; and here Gebelaawi blessed his son and forgave
him.

Rifaa smiled still more, and his eyes swam. Great events were
remembered here, and, but for time, the footprints of
Gebelaawi and Adham would still be on the ground, and their
breath would be in the air. From these windows the water had
been poured on the tyrants in the pit, from Jasmine’s window
it had fallen on the enemy; and today nothing fell from it but
provocative glances. Time plays tricks on all things, however
great. Gebel himself had waited in the courtyard surrounded
by weak men, and yet had won.

— Gebel won, Father, but what use was victory?

Shaafiy sighed and said:

— We agreed not to think about that. Didn’t you see
Dungbeetle?

A flirtatious voice called:

— Mr. Carpenter!

Father and son exchanged disapproving looks. The father
stood up, turned his head and saw Jasmine looking out from
her window, her two long plaits dangling. He called back:

— Yes!

She said in a playfully soft, slow voice:
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— Send your boy up to fetch a table to be mended.

Shaafiy sat down again and said to his son:

— Go, and trust in God!

Rifaafound the doorof the lodgingsready open for him. He
coughed, sheinvited him in,and he entered. He found her in
a brown gown with white trimmings round the neck and over
the breasts, and her feet and legs were bare. She said nothing
for awhile, to test the effect of her appearance on him. When
she saw that the innocent look in his eyes did not change she
pointed toasmall table standing on three legs in the corner of
the room and said:

— The fourth leg is under the sofa; fix it on, please, and
varnish the table.

— At your service, miss.

— And the price?

— I'll ask my father.

She exclaimed:

— And you? Don’t you know the price?

— He’s the one who deals with all that.

She studied his face intently and asked:

— And who will do the mending?

— Me, with him to supervise and help.

She laughed unrestrainedly.

—Theyoungest of our strongmen, ‘Melonhead’, is younger
than you, but he can controlawhole procession, and you can’t
put a leg on a table by yourself.

Rifaa’s tone showed he wanted to end the conversation.

— The important thing is that it comes backtoyouas good
as new.

He fetched the fourth leg from under the sofa and carried
the table on his shoulder towards the door, saying goodbye.
When he put the table down in the shop, his father said
grumpily, as he examined it:

— I must say I really would have preferred our first job to
come from somewhere cleaner.
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Rifaa said innocently:

—There’snothing dirty about her, Father, but she seems to
be very much alone.

— Nothing’s more dangerous than a woman alone.

— Perhaps she needs guidance.

Shaafiy said scornfully:

— Our job's carpentry, not guidance. Bring me the glue.

In the evening Shaafiy and Rifaa went to the Gebelite Cafe.
Jawaad the bard was sitting on his bench, sipping his coffee.
‘Blubberlips’, the owner of the cafe, sat near the door, while
Dungbeetle was in the place of honor, surrounded by a circle
of admirers. Shaafiy and his son wentover to the strongman to
pay him their humble respects, then sat down near to
Blubberlips. It was not long before the hookah came round to
Shaafiy. For his son he ordered a cup of cinnamon and hazel.
The atmosphere in the cafe grew drowsy. A cloud of smoke
gathered, and the stagnant air was thick with the smell of
honeyed tobacco and mint and cloves. Bushy moustaches and
heavy eyelids drooped on the men’s pale faces. There was a
babble of coughing and clearing of throats, dirty jokes and
coarse laughter. From the Alley came the sound of urchins
singing:

Children of our Alley, what news?
Are you Christians, are you Jews?
Dates are what you're eating.
Coffee’s what you're drinking.

A cat crouched by the door, ready to attack; it pounced
under a bench and there was the sound of a scuffle, then it
emerged carrying a mouse in its jaws. Rifaa put down his cup
of cinnamon, upset by the sight. He looked up and saw
Dungbeetle spitting. The strongman shouted to Jawaad:

— When are you going to begin, you cunning old fox?
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Jawaad smiled and nodded, took up his rebec and played
some introductory music. Then he began with a salute to
Trustee Thaab, to Strongman Bayoomi, and to Dungbeetle,
Gebel’s successor, and went on to recite:

Adham sat in the office receiving the new tenants. He was
looking in his ledger when the last man announced his name:
‘Idrees Gebelaawi’. Adham raised his head fearfully and saw
his brother standing before him...

Thebard carried onthestory toanattentive audience. Rifaa
followed him eagerly; this was a real bard and these were the
genuine stories. Many a time his mother had told him: ‘Our
Alley is the alley of stories.” And what good stories they were!
Perhaps they would console him for the entertainments of
Mugqattam Bazaar and for his solitary musings. Perhaps they
would soothe his heart which burnt with a longing as mysteri-
ous as the barred and bolted Great House, which showed no
sign of life save the tops of the mulberryand figand palm trees.
What sign was there of the life of Gebelaawi, other than the
trees and the tales? And what sign was there that he himself was
descended from him, other than the likeness that Jawaad the
bard imagined he felt with his hands?

The evening wore on and Shaafiy was smoking his third
hookah. The shouts of peddlers and urchins died away in the
Alley, leaving only the musicoftherebec, the throb of a distant
drum and the cries of a woman whose husband was beating
her. In the story, Idrees had by now brought about Adham’s
expulsion into the desert, followed by Umayma weeping...
‘Justasmymother left the Alley, with me stirring in her womb.
Damn strongmen! And damn catswhen mice die in their jaws!
And damn scornfullooks and cold laughs! Damn any manwho
welcomes his long-lost brother bysaying: “You won’t be able to
run away from me when I’'m angry!” Damn the merchants of
terror and hypocrisy!’
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By now Adham had nothing but the desert, and the bard was
singingone ofIdrees’s drunken songs. Rifaaleaned acrossand
whispered in his father’s ear:

— I want to visit the other cafes.

Shaafiy was amazed.

— But ours is the best in the Alley.

— What do the bards there say?

— The same stories; but there they sound quite different.

Blubberlips overheard them and leaned towards Rifaa,
saying:

—There are noworse liars than the people of this Alley,and
the bards are the worst of all. You will hear in the next cafe that
Gebel said hewas ason of the Alley. My God! He onlysaid that
he was a son of Hamdaan’s people.

Shaafiy said:

— A bard wants to please the audience at any price.

Blubberlips whispered:

— Or rather, he wants to please the strongman.

Father and son left the cafe in the middle of the night. The
darkness was so thick they could almost feel it. Men’s voices
came out of the nothingness, and a cigarette glowed in an
invisible hand like a shooting star. Shaafiy asked:

— Did you like the story?

— Yes! What wonderful stories!

His father laughed and said:

— Jawaad likes you; what did he say to you when he was
taking a break?

— He invited me to visit him at home.

— How quickly you make friends. But you learn slowly.

— I have a whole lifetime for carpentry, but just now I'm
anxious to visit all the cafes.

They felt their way back to the passage. From Jasmine’s
lodgings they heard a drunken noise and a voice singing:

Who made your lacy cap, my pet?
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My heart is laced into your net.

Rifaa whispered to his father:

— She’s not alone as I thought.

His father sighed and said:

— What a lot of life you’ve missed, wandering around on
your own.

They began climbing the stairs slowly and carefully and
Rifaa said:

— Father, I'm going to visit Jawaad the bard.

47*********************

Rifaa knocked on Jawaad’s door in the third tenement-
house in Gebel's sector. From the courtyard came the violent
abuse of some women who had gathered to do their washing
and cooking. He looked down over the balustrade of the
balconythatranround the courtyard. The cause of the trouble
was a quarrel between two women, one of whomstoodbehind
awashtub waving her soapy arms, while the other was planted
atthe entrance of the passage withrolled up sleeves, answering
back in still worse language and wriggling her behind insult-
ingly. The rest of the women had taken sides and the walls
echoed their foul insults. Rifaa shied away from what he saw
and heard, and he turned in disgust to the bard’s door. Even
the women! Even the cats! Not to mention the strongmen!
Claws on every hand, poison on every tongue, fear and hatred
in every mouth! Pure air was to be found only in Muqattam
Desert, or in the Great House where the Founder enjoyed
peace alone.

The door opened on the blind man’s face. Rifaa greeted
him, and he smiled and stepped aside for him with words of
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welcome. A smell of incense like a breath of heaven met Rifaa
as he went in. He followed Jawaad to a small square room, with
cushions ranged round the sides and decorated rush matting
spread on the floor. The fading light of late afternoon filtered
through the shuttered windows. The ceiling around the hang-
ing lamp was decorated with pictures of doves and other birds.
The bard sat down cross-legged on a cushion and Rifaasettled
down beside him. Jawaad said:

— We were just making coffee.

He called his wife, who brought in the coffee tray. He said:

— Come, Mother-at-Heart: this is Rifaa, Mr Shaafiy’s son.

The woman sat down on the other side of her husband and
poured some coffee.

— Welcome, my son!

She seemed to be in her mid-sixties, strong and well built.
She had a tattooed chin and penetrating eyes. Jawaad pointed
towards his guest and said:

— He’sagoodlistener, Mother-at-Heart. Helapsup stories.
People like that are a bard’s joy and inspiration. The others so
quickly get drowsy from hashish and opium.

His wife said playfully:

— The stories are new to him, familiar to them.

The bard said indignantly:

— That’s the voice of one of your evil spirits. (Then to
Rifaa:) My wife’s an exorcist.

Rifaa looked at her with interest, and their eyes met as she
handed him his cup of coffee. How the beating of the exor-
cists’ drums had attracted him at Muqattam Bazaar! His heart
had danced to them. He used to stand in the road craning his
neck towards the window to see the smoke of incense and the
wagging heads. The bard asked him:

— Didn’t you know anything about the Alley in your exile?

— My father told me about it, and my mother too, but my
heart was over there, and I didn’t care much about the Trust
andits problems. Iwas amazed at the number ofiits victims, and
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I shared my mother’s wish for love and peace.

Jawaad shook his head sadly.

— How is it possible for love and peace to live surrounded
by poverty and the strongmen’s cudgels?

Rifaa did not answer, not because there was no answer but
because his eyes had justcome upon astrange picture on the
right-hand side ofthe room, paintedinoilson the wall likethe
pictures in the cales. It represented a gigantic man, beside
whom the buildings of the Alley looked like doll’s houses.
Rifaa asked:

— Who is that a picture of?

Mother-at-Heart answered:

— Gebelaawi.

— Did somebody see him?

Jawaad said:

—Ohno!Noneofourgeneration hasseen him. Even Gebel
couldn’t make him out in the darkness ol the desert. But the
artist painted him as he’s described in the stories.

Rifaa said with a sigh:

— Why has he locked his doors against his children?

—Theysayit’s old age. Who can tell how time has dealt with
him? MyGod! Il he opened hisdoors none of the people of the
Alley would stay in their filthy hovels.

— Couldn’tyou...

Mother-at-Heart cut him short:

— Don'’t trouble your mind with him. When people start
talking about the Founder they end up talking about the Trust,
and then come disasters of every kind.

He shook his head in bewilderment.

— How can I not trouble my mind with such an amazing
Ancestor?

— Lel’s do as he does. e doesn’t trouble his mind with us.

Rifaa looked up at the picture and said:

— But he met Gebel and spoke to him.

— Yes, and when Gebel died, Snarler came and then
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Dungbeetle, and now it’s as if nothing had ever happened.

Jawaad laughed and said to his wife:

— The Alley needs something to drive out its devils as you
drive out evil spirits.

Rifaa smiled.

— The real evil spirits are those people themselves; if only
you'd seen how Dungbeetle received my father!

— Those people are not my business; my kind of spirits obey
me as the snakes obeyed Gebel. I have all the things they like:
incense from Sudan, amulets from Ethiopia and songs of
power.

Rifaa asked her eagerly:

— Where does your power over spirits come from?

She looked at him cautiously.

— It's my job, as carpentry is your father’s; it came to me
from God who is the giver of all skills.

Rifaa drained his cup and was about to speak, but his
father’s voice shouted from the Alley:

— Rifaa, you lazy-bones!

Rifaa went to the window, opened it and looked out. When
he had caught his father’s eye he called down:

— Give me half an hour, Father.

Shaafiy shrugged his shoulders hopelessly and went back to
his shop.

As he was closing the shutters, Rifaa caught sight of Aysha,
stationed at her window, just as he had seen her the first time,
gazing eagerly at him. It seemed to him that she smiled or
spoke to him with her eyes. He hesitated a moment, then
closed the shutters and went back to his seat. Jawaad was
laughing.

— Your father wants you to be a carpenter, but what do you
want?

Rifaa thought for a while.

—TI'llhavetobea carpenter like myfather, butIlovestories.
These secrets about spirits, now — tell me about them.
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She smiled and seemed ready to give him a little of her
knowledge:

— Everybody has a ruling spirit, but not every spirit is evil
and needs to be cast out.

— How can we tell one from the other?

— A person’s behavior shows it. You, for example, are a
good boy, and your ruling spirit deserves good treatment. The
spirits of Bayoomi and Dungbeetle and Melonhead are not
like that.

He asked innocently:

— And Jasmine’s spirit? Ought that to be cast out?

Mother-at-Heart laughed.

— Your neighbor? But the Gebelite men want her as she is.

He entreated her:

— I'want to know about these things; don’t grudge it to me.

Jawaad said:

— Who could grudge anything to such a good fellow?

Mother-at-Heart agreed:

— You're welcome to join me whenever you have time, but
on conditionyourfather doesn’tgetangry. People willwonder
what such a good boy has to do with evil spirits; but you must
realize that the only thing wrong with people is their spirits.

Rifaa listened, gazing up at the picture of Gebelaawi.

48*********************

Carpentry was his job and his future; there seemed to be no
getting away from it. If he did not like that, what would he like?
It was better than toiling along behind a barrow or carrying a
basket of wares. As for other ‘jobs’ like being a scrounger or a
strongman, how hateful they were! Mother-at-Heart stirred his
imagination as no one else had done, except of course the
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picture of the Founder on Jawaad’s wall. He urged his father
one day to have one like it painted at home orin the shop, but
he said:

— We need the money it would cost; besides, it’s a fantasy,
and what'’s the use of fantasy?

— I wish I could see it here.

His father roared with laughter and chided him:

— Wouldn’t it be best if you got on with your job? I shan’t
live for ever, and you must be ready for the day when you’ll
have to support your mother and your wife and children on
your own.

ButRifaathoughtabouthardlyanything except what Mother-
at-Heart said or did. What she told him about spirits seemed to
him of the utmostimportance. It left his mind only at the times
when he visited the cafes one after another. Even the old
stories did not sink into him so deeply as Mother-at-Heart’s
words, for example: ‘Everybody has a spirit that rules them. As
the ruling spirit is, so is the person.” Many an evening he spent
with the woman, following the beating of the drum and
watching the spirits being brought under control. Some suf-
ferers were led to the house, weak and apathetic. Others were
carried in, bound and fettered because they were so bad. The
appropriate incense was burnt, for each condition had its
incense; and the necessary rhythm was beaten, for each spirit
demanded a particular rhythm; and then the miracles hap-
pened.

‘Sowe know the cure for each evil spirit; butwhat is the cure
for the Trustee and his strongmen? Those evil men despise
exorcism, but perhaps it was created just for them. Killing was
the means to get rid of them, but an unclean spirit gives in to
pure scents and beautiful sounds. Why should awicked demon
like something good? What wonderful things we can learn
from exorcism and spirits.’

He told Mother-at-Heart he wanted from the depths of his
being to learn the secrets of exorcism. She asked him if he
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hoped to earn a lot of money and he replied that what he
wanted was to clean up the Alley, not to make money. She
laughed and said he was the first man to want that job; what
drew him to it? He said with conviction: ‘The wisdom of your
work is that you overcome evil with good.’

He was very happy when she began telling him her secrets.
To savor his joy, he used to go up on the roof in the exhilara-
tion of dawn and watch the rebirth of light, but the sight of the
Great House took his mind off the stars and the stillness and
the crowing of the cocks. He would gaze for along time at the
house sleeping amid its trees and wonder: ‘Where are you,
Gebelaawi? Why don’t you show yourself, even just for a
moment? Why don’t you come out, even just once? Whydon't
you speak, even just one word? Don’t you know that a word
from you could change the Alley completely? Or are you
pleased at what goes on? How lovely the trees are round your
house! I love them because you love them; look at them so that
I can find your glances on them.’

Whenever he confided his thoughts to his father, he re-
buked him and said: ‘What about your work, lazy-bones?
Young men like you are toiling about the streets after a living,
or making the Alley tremble with their cudgels.’

One day the family was sitting round after lunch and Abda
said with a big smile:

— Tell him, Shaaliy.

Rifaa looked at his father for explanation, but Shaafiy spoke
to his wife:

— You tell him what you want to say first.

Abda looked admiringly at her son and said:

— Good news, Rifaa: Zakia, wife of Dungbeetle our
strongman, has been to see me. I returned the visit, naturally,
and she gave me awarm welcome and presented her daughter
Aysha to me, a girl as beautiful as the moon. Then she came to
see me again, bringing Aysha.

Shaafiy looked sidelong at his son as he lifted his cup of
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coffee to his lips, to see the effect of the story on him, then
shook hishead over the difficult task that awaited him and said
pompously:

—Thisisan honor that no other family in Gebel’ssector has
enjoyed. Imagine it; the wife and daughter of Dungbeetle
visiting this home of ours!

Rifaalooked upat his mother in confusion. She said eagerly:

— Their home is so wonderful — comfortable chairs; a
marvelous carpet, even curtains hanging at the windows and
doors...

Rifaa said angrily:

— All this finery out of the stolen wealth of Gebel’s people!

Shaafiy suppressed a smile.

— We agreed to keep off that subject.

Abda said anxiously:

— Let’s just remember that Dungbeetle is the ruler of
Gebel’s people and that his family’s friendship is an answer to
prayer.

Rifaa said in exasperation:

— Congratulations on this friendship!

Father and mother exchanged meaningful looks, and she
said:

— Aysha’s coming with her mother meant something.

Rifaa felt apprehensive.

— What did it mean, Mother?

Shaafiy laughed, throwing up his hands helplessly. He said
to Abda:

— Weoughttohavetold him howour marriage came about.

Rifaa shouted:

— No! No! Oh no, Father!

— Whatdoyou mean? What’swrong withyou, behavinglike
a girl?

Abda tempted him hopefully.

— It’s in your power to bring us into the management of
Gebel’s Trust. They’ll welcome you if you go ahead. Even
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Dungbeetle will welcome you, for his wife wouldn’t have gone
this far if she wasn’t sure of him. You’llbe soimportant that the
whole Alley from end to end will envy you.

His father said laughing:

— Who knows; we may see you the Trustee of Gebel’s Trust
one day, or you may see one of your sons there.

— Canyousay that Father? Have you forgotten whyyou left
the Alley twenty years ago?

Shaafiy blinked in confusion.

— Today we live like other people. We can’t miss a chance
like this.

Rifaa murmured, as if talking to himself:

— How can I be son-in-law to a devil when all that matters
to me now is casting out devils?

Shaafiy exclaimed:

— I'never hoped to make more than a carpenter out of you,
but now good fortune offersyou a high place in our Alley, and
allyou want is tobe an exorcist! What a scandal! What evil eye
has fallen on you? Stop joking and say you’ll marry her.

— I'shan’t marry her, Father.

Shaafiy took no notice.

— I'll visit Dungbeetle to ask for her hand.

Rifaa shouted furiously:

— Don’t do that, father.

— Tell me what’s wrong, boy.

Abda pleaded with her husband:

— Don’t be harsh with him; you know very well how he is.

— Damn what I know! The whole Alley will blame us for his
sof tness.

— Be gentle with him so that he’ll think again.

— People his age are [athers, and the ground trembles
under their feet. (Ie looked at him angrily and went on:) Why
do you go pale at the idea? You come from the loins of men.

Rifaa sighed, almost on the point of tears, and thought:
‘Anger destroys the bonds of fatherhood, and home some-
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times becomes a prison. What you seek is not in this place or
among these people.” He said hoarsely:

— Don’t torment me, Father.

— It’s you who are tormenting me, as you have done since
you were born.

Rifaa bowed his head so that his face was hidden from his
parents. Shaafiy lowered his voice, controlling his temper as
best he could, and asked:

— Are you frightened of marriage? Don’t you want to
marry? Explain to me what’s in your mind. Or should I go to
Mother-at-Heart? Perhaps she knows things about you that we
don'’t.

Shouting ‘No, never!’, Rifaa jumped up and left the room.
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Shaafiy went down to open the shop and did not find Rifaa
as expected. Still, he did not call him but said to himself: ‘I'd
better seem not to mind about his absence!’ The day passed
slowly by, sunlight disappeared inch by inch from the surface
of the Alley, and sawdust piled up round Shaafiy’sf eet, but still
Rifaadidnotappear. Evening came and Shaafiyshutup shop,
upsetandangry. Hewentasusual to Blubberlips’ cafeandtook
his seat. When he saw Jawaad the bard coming alone he was
overcome with'amazement and asked:

— Where's Rifaa then?

Jawaad answered, as he felt his way towards his bench:

— I haven’t seen him since yesterday.

Shaafiy said anxiously:

— I haven’'t seen him since he left us after lunch.

Jawaad raised his white eyebrows. He sat down cross-legged
on the bench, putting the rebec down beside him, and asked:
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— Has there been any trouble between you?

Shaafiy did not answer. He stood up suddenly and left the
cafe. Blubberlips was astonished at Shaafiy’s anxiety and said
scornfully:

— The Alley hasn’t seen such silliness since Idrees set up his
hutin the wilderness. When Iwas young Iusedto be awayfrom
the Alley for days at a time and nobody asked aboutme. When
Igotback, myfather — God resthissoul—would shout: ‘What
brings you back you son of a bitch!’.

Dungbeetle spoke from the place of honor:

— Because he wasn’t sure you were his son.

The cafe was rocked by laughter and everyone congratu-
lated Dungbeetle on his joke.

Shaaliywent home and asked Abdaif Rifaa had come back.
She was filled with anxiety and said she had thought hewasin
the shop as usual. She grew still more worried when hetold her
that Rifaa had not been to Jawaad’s home either. She kept
asking: ‘Where can he have gone, then?’

They heard Jasmine calling a fig seller. Abda looked inquir-
ingly at Shaafiy, and he shook his head wearily and let out a
little laugh of scorn, but she said:

— A girl like her knows how to untie knots.

Shaafiywentto Jasmine’s home, driven by despair alone. He
knocked at the door and Jasmine herself opened it. When she
sawwho it wasshejerked her head backinamixture of surprise
and triumph. She said:

— You?! Under the dreamer lurks a schemer!

He looked away from her flimsy blouse and said curtly:

— Is Rifaa with you?

She was still more surprised:

— Rifaa! Why?

He became embarrassed, and she pointed inside and said:

— Come and see for yourself.

But he turned to go, and she asked scorrifully:

— Has he grown up today?
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As he left he heard her speaking to someone inside:

— These days theyworrymoreaboutaboythanabouta girl!

Shaafiy found Abda waiting in the passage. She said to him:

— We'll go together to Muqattam Bazaar.

He shouted angrily:

— Damniit! Is this my reward for a hard day’s work?

They took a donkey-cart to Muqattam Bazaar and asked
their former neighbors and acquaintances about Rifaa but
found no trace of him. Of course, he sometimes went off for
afew hours in the afternoon or early evening to lonely places
or to the Jebel, but no one could imagine him staying in the
desert till this hour of the night. His parents returned to the
Alley as they had left it, but still more worried.

Tongues wagged more and more over his disappearance as
the days passed. He became a joke in the cafe and in Jasmine’s
place and all over Gebel’s sector. Everyone made fun of his
parents’ fears. Mother-at-Heart and Jawaad were perhaps the
onlyoneswhoshared their grief. Jawaad said: ‘Where’s the boy
gone? He’s not that kind of youth; if he was, we wouldn’t
worry.’

Melonhead shouted one time when he was drunk: ‘Oyez,
oyez! A child is lost; oyez!” Everyone laughed over this and all
the urchins went about repeating it. Abda grieved so much
that she fell ill, and Shaafiy worked in his shop with his mind
elsewhere and with eyes red from loss of sleep. Dungbeetle’s
wife Zakia broke off her visits to Abda and cut her dead in the
street.

One day Shaafiy was bending over, sawing a piece of wood,
when Jasmine, on her way back from an outing, shouted: ‘Mr
Shaafiy... look!" He found she was pointing to the end of the
Alley by the desert. He left the shop, the saw still in his hand,
to see what she was pointing at, and there was his son Rifaa,
approaching shame-faced. Shaafiy dropped his saw in front of
the shop and hurried towards his son, staring at him in
astonishment. Then he gripped his arms and said:
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— Rifaa! Where have you been? Don’t you know what your
absence has meant for us — for your poor mother who is
almost dying of grief?

Theyoung man said nothing. His father saw how thin he was
and asked:

— Have you been ill?

— No, no! Let me see my mother.

Jasmine came up to them and asked suspiciously:

— But where have you been?

He did not look at her. Some urchins collected round him,
and his father took him home. They were soon joined by
Jawaad and Mother-at-Heart. When his mother saw him she
jumped up from her bed and hugged him, saying in a weak
voice:

— God forgive you! How could you think so little of your
mother?

He took her hand in his and sat her down on the bed, then
sat beside her saying:

— I’'m sorry.

A scowl clouded his father’s face, hiding the relief that
shone within. He said:

— We only wanted to make you happy.

Abda’s eyes brimmed with tears.

— Did you imagine we’d force you to marry?

He said sadly:

— I'm tired.

Several voices asked:

— Where have you been?

He sighed and said:

— I couldn’t bear life, and I went to the desert. I felt the
need to be alone. I only left the desert to buy food.

His father slapped himself on the forehead and exclaimed:

— Sensible people don’t do that sort of thing.

Mother-at-Heart said anxiously:

— Leave him alone. I know all about these states. With a
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person like him it's wrong to force him to do anything he
doesn’t want.

Abda clasped his hand, saying:

— We hoped for his happiness, but what must be must be.
How thin you've got, my son!

Shaafiy asked angrily:

— When did anything like this ever happen in the Alley?

Mother-at-Heart scolded him:

— For me there’s nothing strange about his condition.
Believe me, my dear Shaafiy, he’s a unique young man.

— We've become the talk of the Alley.

Mother-at-Heart said indignantly:

— There’s no young man like him in the Alley.

Shaafiy said:

— This is a time for sorrow.

Mother-at-Heart shouted:

— For God'’s sake! You don’t knowwhat you're saying, and
you don’t understand what'’s said to you.
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The shop was beginning to look busy and flourishing.
Shaafiy stood at one end of the bench sawing, while at the
other Rifaa hammered. Under the bench the glue-potwashalf
buried in a heap of sawdust. Window frames and doors leaned
against the walls, with a pile of new boxes in the middle, the
pale, planed surface needing only tobe varnished. Theair was
full of the smell of wood and the noise of sawing, hammering
and planing. The hookahs gurgled for four customers who
smoked as they chatted, sitting in the doorway of the shop.
Hijaazi said to Shaafiy:

— I’ll test your skill with this sofa and, please God, the next
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job will be my daughter’s trousseau. (Then, to his friends:) I
say it again: if Gebel came back and saw the times we’re living
in, he’d go mad.

Theyshook their headssadlyand went onsmoking. Brahoom
the grave-digger asked Shaafiy with a smile:

— Why don’tyou want to make a coffin? Everything has its
price doesn't it?

Shaafiy stopped sawing for a moment and chuckled as he
said:

—God forbid! Having a coflinin theshop would scare away
my customers.

Farhaat said:

— Very true! Curse death and all that!

Hijaazi spoke again:

— The trouble with you peopleis thatyou’re more afraid of
death than you should be. That’s why Dungbeetle can lord it
over you, and Bayoomi can rule, and Ihaab can rake off your
funds.

— Aren’t you afraid of death like us?

He spat and said:

— It’s the fault of us all. Gebel was strong, and by force he
won us the rights that we've lost by cowardice.

Rifaa stopped hammering, took the nails out of his mouth,
and said:

— Gebel wanted to win our rights by fair means. He only
used force in self-defence.

Hijaazi laughed mockingly and said:

— Tell me, my boy, can a nail be knocked in without force?

— Men aren’t like wood, sir.

His father gave him a look and he went back to his work.
Hijaazi continued:

— The fact is, Gebel was a strongman, one of the most
powerful the Alley has ever known, and he urged his people to
use strongman methods.

Farhaat backed him up:
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— Hewanted them to be the strongmen of the whole Alley,
not just of Gebel’s sector.

— And today we’re just mice and rabbits.

Shaafiy wiped his nose on the back of his hand, and asked:

— What color would you like, Hijaazi my friend?

— Choose a color that won't show the dirt. (Then, turning
backtothe discussion:) The day Digger put out Triptoe’s eye,
Gebel put out Digger’s eye, using violence to establish justice.

Rifaa sighed deeply and said:

— Violence gets us nowhere. Every hour of the day and
night we see people hitting or wounding or killing. Even the
women draw blood with their nails. But where’s justice? How
horrible all this is!

Theywere all silent for a time. Then Hanooraspokefor the
first time:

— This young gentleman despises our Alley. He’s softer
than he should be, and it’s your fault, Mr. Shaafiy.

— Me?!

— Yes! He’s a spoilt child.

Hijaazi turned to Rifaa and said with a laugh:

— You'd better find yourself a wife.

There was laughter. Shaafiy frowned and Rifaa blushed.
Hijaazi said:

— Force..! Force..! Without it there can be no justice.

Rifaa spoke firmly, in spite of looks from his father:

— The fact is our Alley needs mercy.

Brahoom laughed and said:

— Do you want to ruin me?

They roared with laughter which led in turn to fits of
coughing. Hijaazi's eyes turned the color of glue. He said:

— Long ago Gebel went asking for mercy and justice, and
the Effendi sent Thudclub and his men after him. It was
cudgels — not mercy — that kept Gebel and his people from
being destroyed.

Shaafiy exclaimed:
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— For goodness’ sake! The walls have ears; if they hear you,
you won'’t find anybody to speak up for you.

Hanoora said:

— He’s right; you're just good-for-nothing dope-heads. If
Dungbeetle walked past now you’d fall at his feet. (Then, to
Rifaa:) Don’t blame us, my boy; a hashish smoker can’thelp it.
Have you tried hashish, Rifaa?

Shaafiy said laughing:

— Hedoesn’'tlike hashish parties; if he takes more than two
puffs he gasps for breath or falls asleep.

Farhaat said:

— What a nice boy he is! Some say he’s an exorcist because
he sees so much of Mother-at-Heart, and some think he must
be a bard because of his liking for tales.

Hijaazi said with a snigger:

— And he hates hashish parties just as he hates marriage.

Brahoom called for the serving boy from the cafe to take
away the hookahs. Then they stood up and said good-bye, and
the session came (o an end. Shaafiy put down his saw and
glared at his son.

— Don'’t let yourself get dragged into the conversations of
such people.

Some urchins came and played in front of the shop. Rifaa
went round the bench to his father and led him by the hand
to a corner of the shop where no ear could hear them. He
seemed excited and uneasy, but his mouth was set firmly.
There was a strange light in his eyes and Shaafiy wondered
what it could mean. Rifaa said:

— I can’tkeep quiet any longer.

His fatherwas annoyed. Whata nuisance he was, thisdarling
son; wasting his precious time in Mother-at-Heart’s home and
mooning around for long hours alone at Hind’sRock. And he
couldn’tspend an hour inthe shop without creating problems
with his arguments.

— Are you feeling tired?
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Rifaa said with a strange quietness:

— I can’t hide from you what is in my mind.

— Whatis it?

He drew closer to him and said:

— Yesterday, after I had left the bard’s home about mid-
night, I feltthe urge to go off into the desert. I walked through
the darknesstill Iwas tired, then I picked a spot under the wall
ofthe Great House where it overlooks the desert and sat down
with my back propped against the wall. (Shaafiy’seyeswerefull
of interest and urged him to go on.) I heard a strange voice
speaking, as if it was talking to itself in the dark. The feeling
suddenly overwhelmed me thatitwas the voice of our Ancestor
Gebelaawi.

Shaafiy gaped at his son’s face and murmured in amaze-
ment:

— Gebelaawi’s voice! What gave you that idea?

Rifaa said hotly:

— It’s not just an idea, Father; you shall have proof. I stood
up assoon as | heard the voice and turned towards the house,
drawing back to be able to see him. But I saw only darkness.

— Thank God!

— Patience, Father! I heard the voice saying: ‘Gebel did his
job and gave satisfaction, but things have become even worse
than before.’.

Shaafiyfelta burningin his chestand the sweat poured from
his forehead. He said in a trembling voice:

— So many people havesatwhereyousatunder thewalland
heard nothing!

— But I did hear, Father.

— Perhaps itwassomebody talking in his sleep in the desert.

He shook his head vigorously.

— No; the voice came from the house.

— How do you know that?

— I shoulted: ‘Grandfather, Gebel is dead and others have
taken his place. Stretch out your hand to us.’
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— I'hope to God nobody heard you.

Rifaa’s eyes shone.

— My grandfather heard me. His voice came again, saying:
‘It’s wrong for a young man to ask his old grandfather to act:
the beloved son is the one who acts.’ I asked: ‘What means can
I who am weak use against those strongmen?’ and he replied:
‘The true weakling is the fool who does not know the secret of
his strength, and I do not like fools.’

Shaafiy asked anxiously:

— Doyoureally think these words passed between you and
Gebelaawi?

— Yes, by heaven!

Shaafiy moaned:

— Too much imagination can bring disaster.

— Believe me, Father. There’s no doubt about what I say.

— Don’t take away my hope of {inding some doubt.

Rifaa’s face shone as he said:

— And now I know what’s wanted of me.

Shaafiy slapped himself on the forehead and exclaimed:

— Is anything wanted of you?

— Yes. I am weak but I am not a fool, and the beloved son
is the one who acts.

Shaafiyfeltasif the saw wasrasping at his chest. He shouted:

— Your deeds will be dark. You’ll be destroyed, and you’ll
drag us down with you to destruction.

Rifaa smiled.

— They only kill those who have their eye on the Trust.

— And do you have your eye on anything but the Trust?

Rifaa’s voice was full of confidence:

— Adham longed for a pure, full life. So did Gebel, and he
onlywanted the Trustasa meanstoafulllife. But the idea took
hold of him that such a life wouldn’t be possible for anybody
unless the Trust was shared out equally so that everybody
received their due and profited by it, released from toil and
freetolive afull life. Butwhata paltrything the Trustisif such
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a life can be attained without it — which is possible to anybody
who wants it. It's in our power to be free from need, starting
this very hour.

Shaafiy sighed, somewhat relieved:

— Did our Ancestor say that to you?

— He said he didn’t like foolishness, and that the true fool
isthe one who doesn’t know the secret of his strength. I'd be
the last person to ask for a fight over the Trust. The Trust is
nothing, Father; the happiness ofa full life is everything. Only
the devils hidden deep inside us come between us and happi-
ness. It’s not for nothing that I love the science of spirits and
am perfectingit. Perhapsit’s the willofGodin Heaven that has
brought me to it.

Shaafiy was relieved, but the anguish had left him weak. He
gave up trying to saw, stretching out his legs and resting his
backagainstawindow frame thatwas awaiting repair. He asked
his son sarcastically:

— How come we haven'’t attained the full life when we had
Mother-at-Heart among us before you were born?

Rifaa said confidently:

— Because she waits for well-to-do patients to come to her,
and doesn’t go to the poor.

Shaafiy looked round the corners of his shop and said:

— Look how many jobs we're getting; what shall we get
tomorrow thanks to you?

—All that’s good, Father; healing the sick willupset only the
devils.

Mirrored by a wardrobe in the doorway, the rays of the
sinking sun flooded the shop with light.
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51*********************

There was anxiety that night in Shaafiy’s home. Although
the storyreached Abdain a peaceful setting, and althoughshe
learntonlythatRifaahad heard their Ancestor’s voice and had
decided tovisit the poor and cast outspirits from them, she was
greatly troubled and kept turning over in her mind the
possible consequences. Rifaawas out. From the bottom of the
Alley, far away from Gebel’s sector, came the sound of a
wedding feast, drums and pipes and women’s whoops of joy.
Abda tried to [ace up to the truth and said sadly:

— Rifaa doesn’t lie.

Shaafiy protested:

— But his imaginaltion has played tricks on him. It happens
to all of us.

— What do you think about what he heard?

— How can I judge?

— It’s not impossible as long as our Ancestor is alive.

— God help us i the news gets out!

She said hopelully:

— Let’s keep the storysecret and thank God that he’s fixed
his thoughts on people, not on the Trust. As long as he harms
nobody, nobody will harm him.

Shaafiy said helplessly:

— What a lot of people are harmed in our Alley without
having harmed anybody!

The music of the wedding f east was drowned by an outburst
of noise in the passage. Theylooked out of the window and saw
the passage full of men. By the light of the lamp that one of
them held, the faces of Hijaazi,Brahoom, Farhaatand Hanoora
could be made out, among others. Everyone was talking or
yelling and there was ababble of voices and general confusion.
Someone shouted: ‘The honor of Gebel’s people is in the
balance. Weshan’tallowanybody to tarnish it!” Abdashivered.
She whispered to her husband:
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— Our son’s secret is out.

Shaafiy drew back from the window moaning:

— My heart has never lied to me.

He rushed out, not caring about the danger, and his wife
followed close behind. He pushed his way through the crowd
calling out loudly:

— Rifaa! Where are you, Rifaa?

He could not see his son in the circle of lamplight and could
not hear his voice, but Hijaazi came up to him and asked him
above the din:

— Has your son got lost again?

Farhaat shouted to him:

— Come and hear what people are saying, and see the latest
game that'’s being played with the honor of Gebel’s people.

Abda shouted wretchedly:

— For God’s sake, tolerance is a virtue.

There were angry yells: ‘The woman’s mad!’ ‘She doesn’t
know what honor is.” Shaafiy was terrified and implored
Hijaazi to tell him:

— Where is the boy?

Hijaazi pushed his way to the gate and shouted at the top of
his voice:

— Rifaa! Come here my boy and talk to poor old Shaafiy.

The whole business was beyond Shaafiy. He had thought his
sontrappedina corner of the passage; yetherehe was, walking
into the circle of lamplight. Shaafiy grabbed him by the arm
and led him to where Abda stood. A moment later Blubberlips
appeared, carrying a lamp, followed by Dungbeetle, who was
scowling furiously. All eyes were fixed on the strongman, and
a hush fell. Dungbeetle growled:

— What'’s all this?

Several voices answered at once:

— Jasmine has disgraced us!

Dungbeetle said:

— Let the witness speak!
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Zaytoona the carter came forward and stood in front of
Dungbeetle. He said:

— Alittle while ago I saw her coming out of Bayoomi’s back
door. I followed her back here and asked her what she’d been
up toin hishouse. I could see she was drunk. The stink of wine
from her mouthfilled the passage. She got away from me and
locked herself in. Now, ask yourselves, what could a woman
have been doing drunk in a strongman’s house?

This relieved Shaafiy and Abda, but it worried Dungbeetle.
He realized that his position as strongman was being severely
tested. [ he punished Jasminelightly he would lose the respect
of Gebel's people, and if he let the angry crowd deal with her,
he would provoke Bayoomi, Strongman of the Alley. What was
to be done? The men of Gebel were pouring out of the
tenement-houses and gathering in the courtyard and in the
road in [ront of Victory Ilouse. Dungbeetle’s position was
rapidly worsening. Angry voices clamored:

— Drive her out of Gebel’s sector.

— She must be beaten before she’s driven out.

— Kill her!

There was a scream from Jasmine who was listening in the
dark bchind her window. Everyone stared at Dungbeetle.
They heard Rifaa saying to his father:

— Wouldn’tit be better, Father, if they turned their anger
on Bayoomi who seduced her?

Many of them were annoyed, including Zaytoona, who
answered him:

— She went to his house of her own accord.

Another man shouted:

— If you’ve no sense of honor you’d better keep quiet.

Rifaa went on, in spite of a look from his father:

— Bayoomi only did what you do.

Zayloona screamed:

— She’s one of Gebel’s people; she’s not for other men.

— The boy’s stupid; he has no honor.
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Shaafiy kicked him to silence him, while Brahoom shouted:

— Let the chief speak.

Dungbeetle was almost choking with rage. Jasmine cried
out for help. Murderous looks were directed at her window.

Jasmine’s cries pierced Rifaa till he could bearit no longer. He
slipped from his father’s grasp and pushed hisway through to
Jasmine’s home shouting:

— Have pity on her weakness and terror!

Zaytoona roared at him:

— You woman!

Shaafiy called him desperately but he took no notice. He
answered Zaytoona:

— God [orgive you! (Then, to the crowd:) Have mercy on
her! Dowhatyouliketome!Don’ther cries for help move your
hearts?

Zaytoona shouted again:

— Don’t bother with this shameless idiot! (Then to
Dungbeetle:) It's for you to speak, chief.

Rifaa asked:

— Would it satisfy you if I married her?

Therewere screams of anger and shouts of derision. Zaytoona
said:

— We're only interested in getting her punished.

Rifaa persisted courageously:

— The punishment will be my business.

— Not at all! It’s everybody’s business.

Dungbeetle saw in Rifaa’s suggestion an escape from his
dilemma. He was not in his heart satisfied with it, but he had
nobetteridea. He scowled still more to hide hisweakness, and
said:

— The boy has undertaken before us to marry her, let him
have his wish.

Zaytoona was blind with fury. He shouted:

— Honor is lost because of cowardice.

Dungbeetle’s fist landed on his nose, and he staggered back
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howling, the blood streaming from his nostrils. They all
understood that Dungbeetle would cover up hisweak position
by terrorizing anyone who opposed him. He glared at their
frightened faces in the lamplight and not one of them showed
any sympathy for the bloodied nose. On the contrary Farhaat
reproached Zaytoona: ‘The trouble with you is your wagging
tongue.’ Brahoom said toDungbeetle: ‘Withoutyouwecouldn’t
have found a solution.” Hanoora said to him: ‘Your anger
shakes the world, chief.’

The crowd drifted away, till in the end there remained only
Dungbeetle, Blubberlips, Shaafiy, Abda and Rifaa. Shaalfiy
wentup to Dungbeetle to greet him, and offered him hishand,
but the man flared up and swung his knuckles into Shaafiy’s
hand, so that he stepped back with a gasp. His wife and son
hurried to him, while Dungbeetle stormed out of the passage,
cursing Gebel’s people and everyone else, and even Gebel
himself.

The pain made Shaafiy forget his son’s position. He put his
hand in warm water and Abda rubbed it, saying:

— You see how Zakia hasstirred up her husband against us?

Shaafiy groaned.

— The coward forgot that it was our stupid son who saved
him from Bayoomi's cudgel.

52*********************

The hopes of Rifaa’s parents had rested on him, and how
they were dashed! By marrying Jasmine he would become
nothing, and his family was already the subject of gossip even
before the wedding. Abda cried secretly till she was ill, and
Shaafiy looked miserable, but in front of Rifaa they hid their
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feelings and avoided confrontation. Jasmine may have made
things better by the way she behaved after the scandal; she
hurried over to Shaafiy’s home and knelt before him and his
wife, poured out some of the gratitude that filled her heart,
and told them of her regret for the past. It was impossible to
backout ofthe marriageafter Rifaa had undertaken it publicly
in front of Gebel’s people, so Shaafiy and his wife surrendered
tothe idea and made up their minds toacceptit. They had two
conflicting wishes; one was to celebrate the marriage in the
traditional way with a bridegroom’s procession, and the other
was to have a quiet little ceremony at home to avoid exposing
ittothe mockery of Gebel’s people,who continued to criticize
the match wherever they met.

Abda said with feeling:

— I've always wanted to see the bridegroom’s procession of
Rifaa, my only son, marching round the district.

Shaafiy growled:

— Not one of Gebel’s people would want to join in.

Abda [rowned.

— It'd be better to go back to Muqattam Bazaar than stay
among people who don’t like us.

Rifaastretched out hislegsunder the open window to catch
the sun. He said:

— We shan’t leave the Alley, Mother.

Shaafiy cried out:

— If only we’d never come back. (Then, to his son:) You
were sad the day we got back, weren’t you?

Rifaa smiled.

— Todayisn’tyesterday. If we went away, who’d save Gebel’s
people from devils?

Shaafiy spoke with feeling.

— Let devils possess them for ever. (Then after a pause:)
Anyway, you can simply bring round...

— I'shan’t bring her to our place. I'll move to hers.

His mother cried out:
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— That’s not what your father meant.

— But that’s what I mean, Mother. My new home is not far
away; we could shake hands every morning through the win-
dow.

Although Shaafiy was unhappy about it, he decided to
celebrate the wedding, though in a very small way. He hung
decorations in the passage and over their doors, and he hired
a singer and a cook. He invited all their friends and acquain-
tances, but the only ones to accept were Jawaad and Mother-
at-Heart, Hijaazi and his family, and some poor people who
came for the food. Rifaa was the first young man to marry
without a procession. The family crossed the passage to the
bride’s home. The musician sang without enthusiasm as the
guests were so few. During the meal, Jawaad praised Rifaa for
his fine character, saying he was an intelligent, wise, pure-
minded young man, but living in an alley that had no use for
anything except bullying and cudgels. At that moment they
heardsome urchinswho had stopped in frontofthe tenement-
house to chant:

Lousy-faced Rifaa it’s only you
Who finds such a crazy thing to do!

They linished offwith cheers and shouts. Rifaa stared at the
ground and Shaaliy paled. Hijaazi was angry and said:

— Sons of bitches!

But Jawaad said:

— There’s a lot of filth in our Alley, but the good is never
forgotten. How manystrongmen have we had? Yet onlyAdham
and Gebel are remembered.

Then he asked the musician to sing so as to drown the noise.
The party dragged on till everyone had drifted away, leaving
Rifaaand Jasminealonein herlodgings. In her bridal dress she
looked a picture of beauty. Beside her sat Rifaa in a fine silk
jellaba, with a brocaded turban on his head and bright yellow
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pumps on his feet. They sat on the sofa opposite the bed with
its pink linen. In the mirror on the wardrobe door were
reflected the wash-basin and water jug under the bed. She was
obviously waiting for his initiative, or at least his preparations
for the expected initiative, but he just went on looking up at
the ceiling lamp and down at the matting. When the waiting
grew too long she said gently:

— I shall never forget your kindness. I owe you my life.

He looked at her affectionately and said in a tone that
showed he did not want to return to this subject:

— We all owe our lives to other people.

What a good man! On the night of the scandal he had
refused tolet herkiss his hands, and nowhe did notwanttobe
reminded of hisgood deed. His goodnesswasmatched only by
his patience. But what could he be thinking of now? Was he
annoyed that his goodness had forced him into marrying a girl
like her?

— I'm not as bad as people think. They loved me and
despised me for the same thing.

He comforted her:

— I know. What a lot of wickedness there is in our Alley!

— They'’re always boasting about being descended from
Adham, and at the same time they're competing to see who
can be worst.

He said confidently:

— As long as it’s easy to cast out spirits, we're close to
happiness.

She did not see what he meant, but suddenly she felt how
ridiculous her position was. She said laughing:

— What a strange conversation for a wedding night!

She tossed her head back proudly and seemed to have
forgotten her gratitude. She threw the sash off her shoulders
and eyed him seductively. He said:

— You'’ll be the first to find happiness.

— Yes indeed! I have some wine.
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— I drank a little at supper. It was enough.

She thought for a while, bewildered, then said:

— I have some good hashish.

— I tried it, and found I couldn’t take it.

She said with amusement:

— Your father’s a real dope-head. I once saw him coming
out ofasession at Blubberlips’, and he couldn’ttell nightfrom
day!

He smiled and said nothing. She turned her eyes away in
defeat, jumpced up and went to the door, bursting with anger,
then came back and stood under the lamp. Her lovely body was
visible through her thin dress. She looked into his peaceful
eyes till despair overcame her.

— Why did you save me?

— I can’t bear anybody to suffer.

She was [urious.

— Because of that you married me? Just because of that?

— Don’t go back to the days of anger.

She bit her lip and said in a low voice:

— I thought you loved me.

He said simply and sincerely:

— I'do love you, Jasmine.

Her eyes filled with amazement, and she murmured:

— Really?

— There’s no creature in this Alley that I don’t love.

She groaned and stared at him doubtfully.

— Iunderstand. You’ll stay with me a few months and then
divorce me.

His eyes widened. He muttered:

— Don’t go back to the old thoughts.

— You bewilder me. What can you give me?

— True happiness.

She said resentfully:

— I sometimes enjoyed that before ever I saw you.

— There’s no happiness without honor.

231



Children of Gebelaaun

She laughed in spite of herself:

— It will take more than honor to make us happy.

He said sadly:

— Nobody in our sector knows real happiness.

She took a few slow steps towards the bed and sat down
listlessly on its edge. He looked at her affectionately:

— You're like all the people in our sector; you only think of
the lost Trust.

Her face was full of resentment.

— God help me to understand your riddles.

— They’ll solve themselves when you’rerid of your unclean
spirit.

She shouted:

— I like myself as I am!

— That’s how Dungbeetle and the others speak.

She puffed.

— Are we going to go on talking like this till morning?

— Go to sleep! Sweet dreams!

She moved further on to the bed and lay on her back,
looking from his eyes to the space beside her and back again.
He said:

— You can settle down. I'll sleep on the sofa.

She had a fit of giggles, but not for long. She said sarcasti-
cally:

— I’m afraid your mother will come tomorrow to warn you
against overdoing it!

She looked at him to enjoy the revenge of seeing him
embarrassed; but he looked at her with calm, pure eyes and
said:

— I'd love to set you free from your unclean spirit.

She shouted:

— Leave women’s work to women.

And she turned her face to the wall, her heart burning with
anger and dismay. Rifaa stood up, turned down the wick of the
lamp and put it out. Darkness fell.
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53*********************

The days that followed the wedding saw Rifaa’s life full of
ceaseless activity. He more or less stopped going to the shop,
and but for his father’s love and sympathy he would have had
nothing to live on. He began calling on all he met of Gebel's
people to put their trust in him, so that he could deliver them
from their spirits and enable them to enjoy undreamed of
happiness. Gebel’s people whispered that Shaafiy’s son Rifaa
was wrong in the head and must be counted a lunatic. Some
said it was because of his natural eccentricity, while others
attributed it to his having married a woman like Jasmine. Such
discussionswent on in the cafesand tenement-houses, around
the barrows and in the hashish dens.

Mother-at-Heart was astounded when Rifaa whispered in
her ear with his usual gentleness:

— Won't you let me cure you?

She clapped her hand to her heart and said:

— Who says I'm possessed by an evil spirit? Is that what you
think of the woman who’s loved you like a son?

— I only offer my services to people I love and respect. You
do good and bring blessings; but you're a bit greedy, and so
you make a trade of sick people. If you were delivered from
your ruling spirit you’d do good free of charge.

She couldn’t help laughing as she said:

— Do you want to ruin me? God help you, Rifaa!

Mother-at-Heart’s story was passed round amid laughter.
Even Shaafiy laughed, though without joy, but Rifaa said to
him:

— Evenyouneedmytreatment, Father;it’smydutyasason
to start with you.

Shaafiy shook his head gloomily and hammered the nailsin
front of him with a ferocity that betrayed his distress.

— God give me patience!

Rifaa tried to persuade him, but he said miserably:
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— Isn’t it enough for you to have made us the talk of the
sector?

Rifaa went away into a corner of the shop, dejected. Shaafiy
looked at him suspiciously.

— Have you really given your wife the same invitation as
you've given me?

— And she like you does not want happiness.

Rifaa went to Blubberlips’ hashish den in the ruins behind
the cafe. He found Blubberlips, Hijaazi, Brahoom, Farhaat,
Hanoora and Zaytoonaround the brazier. They looked at him
queerly and Blubberlips said:

— Welcome, son of Shaafiy; has marriage shown you the
value of hashish?

Rifaa putdownapacketofhoneycakeson thetableandsaid
as he sat down:

— I've brought you this in honor of the company.

Blubberlips passed round the hookah, saying:

— Thank you for your generosity.

But Brahoom laughed and said unkindly:

— The next thing will be that Master ‘Up-in-the-Air’ Rifaa
will offer to cure us of our devils.

Zaytoona glared at Rifaawith hatred and snarled in his nasal
voice:

— Your wife is possessed by a devil called Bayoomi; free her
from him if you can.

The men looked embarrassed at this rudeness. Zaytoona
pointed to his squashed nose:

— Because of him I had my nose broken.

Rifaa seemed not to be angry. Farhaat looked at him sadly
and said:

— Your [ather’sagood man and awonderful carpenter. But
you'regiving him no end of trouble with this behavior of yours.
The man'’s scarcely got over your marriage when you march
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out of hisshop to [ree people from devils. May God restore you
to health!

— I'm notill. All I want is your happiness.

Zaytoona inhaled a long puff and held it, glaring at him,
then spoke as he breathed out the smoke:

— Who toldyou we aren’t happy, Master Up-in-the-Air?

— Our Ancestor wants something different for us.

Farhaat guffawed.

—Leave our Ancestor out ofit! How do you know he hasn’t
forgotten us?

Zayloona [ixed Rifaa with a look of hatred and anger, but
Hijaazi gave him a warning prod.

— You must respect the company and not be unfriendly.

He wanted to change the atmosphere, nodded his head and
gave his [riends a signal. They sang:

Here is the boat — bringing my lover.
Trailing her hair — over the water.

Rifaa left, followed by pilying looks, and went home de-
jected.Jasmine met him with a peaceful smile. At first she had
scolded him [or hisbehavior,which had madealaughingstock
of them both. But she had given up in despair, and bore this
life patiently, though she did not know where it might lead,
and she even treated him kindly and gently.

There was a knock at the door, and there stood Dungbeetle.
He came in uninvited, and Rifaa rose to greet him, but the
strongman seized his shoulder with a grip like that of a dog’s
jaws. He asked Rifaa without any preliminaries:

— What did you say about the Founder at Blubberlips’
hashish den?

Jasmine went pale with [ear, but Rifaa spoke calmly, though
he was like a sparrow in the talons of an eagle:

— I said our Ancestor wants our happiness.

He shook him violently.
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— How do you know that?

— It’s one of the things he said to Gebel.

The hand gripped his shoulder still tighter:

— He talked to Gebel about the Trust.

Rifaa was drained by the effort of bearing the pain.

— The Trustdoesn’t concern me at all. The happiness that
I've so far been unable to give anybody doesn’t come from the
Trust or drink or hashish. I've said that all over Gebel’ssector,
and everybody’s heard me say it.

He shook him again and said:

— Your father was a rebel and then thought better of it.
Mind you don’t go his way, or I'll squash you like a bedbug.

He pushed him backwards on to the sofa and left. Jasmine
hurried over to comfort Rifaa. He was bending his head over
his aching shoulder, and she rubbed it. He seemed almost in
a daze, and murmured asif to himself:

— It was my grandfather’s voice that I heard.

She looked into his face with alarm and anxiety, and
wondered whether he was right out of his mind. She did not
mention to him again what he had said. Fear such as she had
never known gripped her.

One day Rifaa went out, and a woman who was not one of
Gebel’s people stood in his path and greeted him warmly:

— Good morning, Mr Rifaa, sir!

He was amazed at the tone of respectin her voice and at the
way she called him ‘sir’. He asked her:

— What do you want?

She beseeched him:

— I have asonwho’s possessed. I hope you can cure him.

Likeall Gebel's people he looked down onthe othersin the
Alley, and he was unwilling to put himself at her service lest his
people should despise him still more. He said:

— Isn’t there an exorcist down the Alley?

She almost cried as she said:
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— Yes, but I'm a poor woman.

His heartwarmedto her and herejoiced at her having come
for help to him — to him who met with nothing butscornand
mockery from his own people. He looked at her, his mind
made up, and said:

— I'm at your service.

b 4 * * * *x * *x % % x ¥ *x ¥ * *x *x * % *x % *x %

Jasmine was looking down from her window on the Alley,
enjoying her new view. Urchins played in front of the tene-
ment-house and a woman was crying her wares of palm nuts,
while Melonhead had a man by the collar and was punching
him in the face. The man tried to placate him, but in vain.
Rifaa, who sat on the sofa cutting his toenails, asked her:

— Do you like our new home?

She turned to face him:

— Herewehave the Alley below us; therewe used tosee only
the dark passage.

— If only the passage had remained ours! It was a blessed
place, for in it Gebel won his victory over his enemies. But it
wasn'’t possible to stay on with people who mocked usat every
step. But here the poor people are good. And good people, not
Gebel's people, are the real lords.

— I've hated them ever since they decided to persecute me.

He smiled.

— So why do you tell the neighbors you're one of Gebel’s
people?

She laughed, showing her pearly teeth, and said proudly:

— So that they’ll know I'm above them all.

He put the scissors down on the sofa and set his feet on the
rush matting, saying:
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— You'’ll be a better person when you conquer vanity.
Gebel’s people are not the best in the Alley; the best are those
who do mostgood. Iused to make the same mistakeasyou,and
paid attention only to Gebel’s people. But the only ones who
deserve happiness are those who seek it sincerely. Look at the
way the good accept me and are cured of evil spirits.

— But everybody here works for wages except you.

—Ifitwasn’tfor me, the poor wouldn’t have found anybody
to heal them. They can be cured, but they can’t pay the price.
I didn’t have any real friends before I knew them.

She refused to argue and looked resentful. Rifaa said:

— If only you’d submit to me astheydo! ThenI could cure
you of what spoils the joy of life.

— Do you find me that annoying?

— Some people love a devil without realizing it.

She shouted indignantly:

— How I hate this talk!

He smiled:

— You're one of Gebel’s people, and all of them refused to
submit to my healing, even my own father.

Aknock at the door announced the arrival of a new patient
and Rifaa got ready to receive him. The truth was that he had
never known happier days than these. In the newsector he was
called ‘Mr Rifaa, sir’, which was said sincerely and lovingly. He
was known as the man who delivered people from devils and
gave health and happiness, just for the love of God. Such a way
of life had never been known before, and because of this the
poor loved him as they had never loved anyone. Of course,
Melonhead, strongman of their new sector, did not love him,
partly because of his goodness and partly because he was not
able to pay any protection money; but at the same time, he
could find no excuse to attack him.

As for those who had been cured at his hands, they all had
their stories to tell and tell again: Um Daood had bitten her
baby in a [it of nerves, and now she was a model of calm and
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balance; ‘Fishhook’, whose only pleasure had been arguing
and quarrelling, had become mild and gentle; Talba the
pickpocket had repented genuinely and worked for a tinner;
Uwayss had given up his old way of life and married.

Rifaa chose [our of his patients, Zaki, Hussein, Ali and
Kareem, to be his special friends, and they became brothers.
None of them had known [riendship or alfection before they
knew him. Zaki had been a thug and Hussein an incurable
opium-addict. Ali had been a budding strongman and Kareem
a pimp. All changed into good-hearted men. They used to
meet at Hind’s Rock where there was open space and pure air,
and there they used to talk with innocent affection, looking at
their healer with eyes [ull of love and sincerity and dreaming
ofahappiness that would shelter the Alley with wings o[ mercy.

One day Rifaa asked as they sat in the evening stillness
gazing at the red sunset:

— Why are we happy?

Hussein answered enthusiastically:

— It’s you; you are the secret of our happiness.

He smiled grate(ully.

—No!It’sbecausewe’ve been freed [romour evil spiritsand
from spite and greed and hatred and the other evils that play
havoc with our Alley.

Ali took this up:

— We're happy even though we're poor and weak, with no
share in the Trust and no strongmen’s power.

Rifaa shook his head sadly.

— How people have suffered [or the sake of the lost Trust
and blind power! Join me in cursing the Trust and strongman
methods!

They cursed them. Ali picked up a stone and threw it with
all his might towards the Jebel. Rifaa spoke again:

— Ever since the bards started saying that Gebelaawi told
Gebel to make the houses ol his sector as magnificent and
beautiful as the Great House, people have set their hearts on
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the power and the glory of Gebelaawi. They have forgotten his
other virtues. That’s why Gebel was unable to change people
bywinning rights in the Trust, sowhen he died thestrong took
over and the weak became full of hatred, and misery came
back. But I'm opening the gates of happiness without any
Trust or power and glory.

Kareem embraced him and said:

— And tomorrow, when the strong see the happiness of the
weak they’llrealize that their power and glory and their stolen
money are nothing.

The friends joined in with words of love and praise. A
shepherd’s song was carried on the wind from far off in the
desert. A single star appeared in the sky. Rifaa looked into his
friends’ faces and said:

— But I can’t cure all the people by myself. It’s time for you
to do it yourselves, and to learn the secrets of freeing the sick
from spirits.

Their faces filled with joy, and Zaki exclaimed:

— That’s what we most want.

He smiled at them and said:

— You will be the keys of happiness in our Alley.

When they got back to their sector they found it bright with
the lights of a wedding in one of the tenement-houses. Many
people saw Rifaa coming and greeted him with handshakes.
Melonhead wasannoyed and got up from his place in the cafe,
cursing and swearing and cuffing one or two people, then
turned to Rifaa and asked rudely:

— Who do you think you are, sonny?

Rifaa said gently:

— The friend of the poor, sir.

Melonhead shouted:

— Then go around like the poor, not like a bridegroom.
Have you forgotten that you're arefugee and a tart’s husband
doing a woman’s work?!

He spat provocatively and people moved away and gloom
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descended. But the women’s whoops of joy at the wedding
drowned everything.

55*********************

Bayoomi, Strongman of the Alley, stood behind the back
gate of his garden, which gave on to the desert. It was early in
the night, and he was waiting and listening. When a finger
tapped lightly on the door he opened it, and into the garden
slipped awoman. In her chador and veilshe seemed like part
of the darkness. He took her by the hands, then led her along
the garden paths, avoiding the house, till he came to the
garden house. He pushed the door open and went in, with her
following. He lit a candle and set it on a window sill. The place
became dimly visible, with sofas arranged round the sides and
a big brass tray in the middle bearing a hookah and its
accessories and surrounded by cushions.

The woman took off her chador and veil, and Bayoomi
hugged her so fiercely that her eyes begged for mercy. She
wriggled [ree, and he laughed softly then sat down on a
cushion and poked about with a finger in the ashes of the
brazier, till he uncovered a glowing coal. She sat down beside
him and kissed his ear, then pointed to the brazier saying:

— I'd almost forgotten the smell.

He covered her cheek and neck with kisses, tossed a bit of
hashish into her lap and said:

— Nobody in the Alley smokes this brand except the
Trustee and yours truly.

From the Alley came the noise of a fight breaking out:
insults flying, sticks banging, glass breaking, feet running off,
awoman's screams, then dogs barking. The woman'’s eyes took
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on an anxious, questioning look, but Bayoomiwent on cutting
hashish, not caring. She said:

— It’s difficult for me coming here. To be safe from prying
eyes Igofrom the Alley to Gemalia, and from there to Derrasa,
and from there into the desert and then to your back gate.

Without stopping the work of his fingers he leaned over and
sniffed playfully at her armpit:

— I wouldn’t mind visiting you in your place.

She smiled.

— If you did, none of the cowards would get in your way.
Even Melonhead would smooth out the sand for you. Then
they'd take it out on me. (She twirled his bushy moustache.)
But you slip out to the garden house for fear of your wife.

Hesetdownthepieceof hashish, puthisarmroundherand
drew her to him so hard that she groaned. Then she whis-
pered:

— God preserve us from the love of strongmen!

He let her go, tossing his head back and puffing his chest out
like a turkey cock. He said:

There’s only one strongman; the rest are boys.

She played with the hair on his chest, which showed through
the neck of his jellaba.

— Strongman over the people, not over me!

He pinched her gently on the breast.

— You are the crown on the Strongman’s head.

He reached over behind the tray and picked up a jug.

— Marvelous ale!

She said regretfully:

— It has a strong smell which my dear husband might
notice.

He drank his fill from the jug and began packing together
the lumps of hashish. He scowled.

— What a husband! I've caught sight of him several times,
wandering around like a madman; the first male exorcist this
amazing Alley has ever seen.
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She watched him smoking.

— I owe him my life; that is why I put up with his company.
And hedoesnoharm, for nothing iseasier thandeceiving him.

He passced her the hookah and she thrust the mouthpiece
between her hungry lips and took several greedy puffs, then
breathed out the smoke with closed eyes and reeling senses.
He smoked in his turn, taking short puffs and talking between
them:

— Leave him... He’s fooling about... with you... like a child.

She shrugged her shoulders scornfully.

— My husband does nothing in thisworld except relieve the
poor of devils.

— And you — haven’t you relieved him of anything?

— Not on your life! One look at his face says it all.

— Not even once a month?

— Not even once a year! People’s devils leave him no time
for his wile.

— Let devils possess him! What does he get out of it?

She shook her head hopelessly:

— Nothing at all. But for his father we should have starved
to death. He believes it’s his duty to make the poor happyand
to cleanse them.

— And who gave him this duty?

— He says it’s what the Founder wants for his children.

An anxious look came into Bayoomi’s narrow eyes. He put
the hookah down in the ash bowl.

— He says the Founder wants that?!

— Yes!

— And how does he know what the Founder wants?

She felt unhappy and alarmed and was afraid the atmo-
sphere would be spoilt or dangerous things would happen.
She said:

— That’swhat he makes of his sayings, which the bards sing
of.

He pressed down some more grains of hashish.
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— Alley of bitches! And Gebel’s sector is the foulest of all;
that’s where the worst swindler came from. They spread
strange stories about the Trust and the Ten Clauses, as though
the Founder was the Ancestor of them alone. Yesterday their
swindler Gebel came with lies tosteal the Trust, and today this
lunatic starts interpreting words that don’t bear interpreta-
tion. Next he’ll be claiming he heard them from Gebelaawi
himself.

She said anxiously:

— He isn’t interested in anything except freeing the poor
from devils.

The strongman snorted scornfully:

— How do we know? Maybe the Trust has adevil! (Then, in
avoice louder than befitted the secrecy of their meeting:) The
Founder is dead, or as good as dead, you dogs!

Jasmine was alarmed. She was afraid the opportunity would
be lost and the atmosphere spoilt. She put her hand to her
dress and drew it slowly off. His face relaxed and lost its scowl
and he gazed at her with eager eyes.
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The Trustee looked shrunken in his loose cloak. There was
anxiety in his round, white face with its drooping eyelids and
its prematurely old eyes, baggy from debauchery. Bayoomi’s
puffy face did not betray the inward pleasure he felt at his
master’s anxiety — an anxiety which showed the importance
of the news he had brought and of his service to the Trustee
and the Trust. He said:

— I'm sorry to have to bother you with this, but I couldn’t
actwithoutreferring the mattertoyouasit concernstheTrust.
Besides, this crazy troublemaker is one of Gebel’s people, and

244



Rifaa

we have an agreement not to attack any of them without your
permission.

Thaab asked with a scowl:

— Does he really claim to have been in touch with the
Founder?

— I'm certain of that from more than one source. His
patients believe it, although they keep very quiet about it.

— He may be a madman, just as Gebel was a swindler. But
this filthy Alley loves madmen and swindlers. What more do
Gebel’s people want after plundering the Trust? Why doesn’t
Gebelaawi get in touch with anybody else? Why doesn’t he get
in touch with me, when I'm the most closely related to him?
He’s confined to his room, and the gates of his house only
open when his provisions are brought. Nobody sees him, and
he sees nobody except his maid. Andyetit’s so easy for Gebel’s
people to meet him or hear him!

Bayoomi said indignantly:

— They won’t rest till they’'ve taken over the whole Trust.

The Trustee was livid with rage and jumped up to give
orders, but he sank back and asked:

— Has he said anything about the Trust, or has he confined
himself to casting out devils?

— Like Gebelwho confined himself to getting rid of snakes!
(Then, scornfully:) What does the Founder have to do with
devils?

Ihaab stood up.

— I don’t want to suffer the fate of the Effendi.

Bayoomiinvited Jaabir, Handoosa, Khaalid and Melonhead
to his hashish den and told them they must find a cure for the
madness of Rifaa son of Shaafiy. Melonhead asked withannoy-
ance:

— Have you invited us just for that, chief?

Bayoomi nodded, and Melonhead was astonished and
shouted:
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—For him! Thestrongmen ofthe Alleymeetover acreature
who’s neither male nor female?!

Bayoomi gave him a look of contempt:

— He’s carried on his activities under your very nose, and
you didn’tsee any danger — and of courseyounever heard his
claims to have been in touch with the Founder.

They exchanged glances through the smoke. Melonhead
was flabbergasted.

— The son of a bitch! What does the Founder have to do
with devils? Is our Ancestor an exorcist?

Theybegan to laugh but stoppedina moment at Bayoomi’s
scowl as he said:

— You're a cocaine-snorter, Melonhead. A strongman can
getdrunk and smoke hashish, butsnorting does him no good.

Melonhead defended himself:

— Chief! I was at Antar’s wedding and twenty men came at
me with their sticks, and my face was covered with blood but I
didn’t let my cudgel drop from my hand.

Handoosa said hopefully:

— Let’s leave him to deal with the matter as he thinks best,
or he'lllose face. I hope togoodness he finds abetterwaythan
attacking the madman. It would be beneath a strongman’s
dignity to fight with such a creature.

Meanwhile the Alley slept, and no one knew what was
hatching in Bayoomi’s hashish den. Next morning Rifaa went
out and found Melonhead in his path. He greeted him:

— Good morning, Melonhead.

The man gave him a look of hatred and yelled:

— A black morning to you, son of an old baggage! You get
back home, and don’t leave it or I'll smash your head in.

Rifaa was astonished.

— What'’s upsetting our strongman?

He yelled:

— You're talking to Melonhead now, Master Up-in-the-Air,
not the Founder. That’s enough fooling around; clear out!
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Rifaa was about to speak, but the strongman gave him a
shove that sent him staggering back against the wall. Awoman
sawwhat happened and let out a scream that filled the Alley,
and other women took up the cry. Voices called loudly for help
for Rifaa. In the twinkling ofan eye many people wererunning
towards thespot,among others Zaki, Ali, Husseinand Kareem.
Then up came Shaafiy, and Jawaad the bard feeling the way
with his stick. In no time the place was crowded with Rifaa’s
friends, both men and women. Melonhead, who had not
anticipated any trouble, was surprised. He lifted his hand and
brought it down on Rifaa’s cheek, and Rifaa took the blow
without any defence, but the bystanders shouted their distress
and were thoroughly roused. Some implored Melonhead to
leave him alone and others recounted Rifaa’s virtues. People
asked what had led to the attack, and therewere loud protests.
Melonhead exploded with anger and roared:

— Have you forgotten who I am?

The love for Rifaa that had brought them crowding round
gave them the courage to answer back to Melonhead’s warn-
ing. A man standing at the front said:

— You're our strongman, our leader; we only came to ask
your pardon for this good man.

A man in the middle of the crowd took courage [rom the
number of people and his position among them and shouted:
— You may be our strongman, but what has Rifaa done?

A third man shouted from the back, where he was salely
hidden:

—Rifaa is innocent. God help any man who stretches out a
hand to harm him!

Melonhead was beside himself with rage and he brandished
his cudgel above his head shouting:

— You women! I'll make an example of you.

Women howled on all sides so that the scene was like a
funeral. There were bloodthirsty warnings. Stones began land-
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ingin front of Melonhead to prevent him from advancing. He
found himself in a nastier situation than he had ever known,
even in his worst dreams. He would rather die than ask the
other strongmen for help, and the shower of stones threat-
ened to kill him. He showed that he was still the strongman by
his silence, and his eyes blazed. The stones continued to fall
and the people went on defying him completely. Nothing like
it had ever happened to any of the strongmen.

Rifaa suddenly moved across and stood in front of
Melonhead. He raised both hands to call for silence, then
shouted:

— Our strongman has done nothing wrong. I'm to blame.

There were looks of protest, but no one spoke. Rifaa said:

— Break it up before you become the objects of his anger.

Some people understood thathe wantedtosave Melonhead’s
honor as a solution to the crisis, and they dispersed. Others
followed, bewildered by the whole business, and the rest
hurried off for fear of being left alone with Melonhead. The
sector was deserted.

57*********************

Tension grew after this incident. What the Trustee most
feared was that people would feel that in solidarity lay the
strength to withstand the strongmen. It was therefore neces-
sary in his view to destroy Rifaa and those who had talked
themselves into supporting him, though this needed the
agreement of Dungbeetle, strongman of Gebel’s people, to
avoid causing a general battle. The Trustee said to Bayoomi:

— Rifaa is not as weak as you think. Behind him he has
friends who can save him in defiance of a strongman. What
would things come toif the whole Alley was as attached to him

248



Rifaa

as his sector is? Then he would leave devils and declare that his
goal is the Trust.

Bayoomi poured out his anger on Melonhead. He shook
him violently by the shoulders and said:

— We leftit toyou, and look whatyou've done, you apology
for a strongman!

Melonhead gritted his teeth in resentment. He said:

— I'll rid you of him, even if it means killing him.

Bayoomi shouted:

— The best thing you can do is vanish from the Alley for
good.

Bayoomi then summoned Dungbeetle to meet him, but
Shaafiy, who was more frightened than ever, intercepted him.
He had tried to persuade Rifaa to come back to the shop and
to give up the activities that were bringing such trouble upon
him; but this attempt had failed and he had come back
disappointed. When he learnt that Dungbeetle had been sent
for by Bayoomi, he stopped him and said:

— Dungbeetle, my dear sir, you're our strongman and our
protector. They want you to give Rifaa up, but don’t do it!
Promise them whatever they want, but don’t give him up!
Order me to and I'll leave the Alley and take him with me, by
force if need be. But don't give him up!

Dungbeetle spoke guardedly:

— I know better than anybody what I have to do and what's
in the interest of Gebel's people.

The truth was that Dungbeetle had been afraid because of
Rifaa ever since he had heard of Melonhead's trouble; he had
said to himself that he was the one who must be on his guard,
not the Trustee or Bayoomi. He continued on hiswayand met
Bayoomi in his garden house. Bayoomi explained that he had
sent for him in his capacity as strongman of Gebel's people to
come to an agreement over the problem of Rifaa.

— Don’t underestimate him; events have proved his dan-
gerous influence.
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Dungbeetle agreed with this, but he said:

— I hope he won’t be attacked in front of me.

— We are men, my dear sir; our interests are the same. We
don't attack anybody in our own homes. The boy will come
before us now and I will question him in your presence.

Rifaa came in looking radiant and greeted them. He sat
downwhereBayoomiindicated, onacushionin front of them.
Bayoomi studied his beautiful, calm face wondering how this
gentle youth had become the source of frightening distur-
bances. He asked him in a harsh voice:

— Why have you left your sector and your people?

He said simply:

— None of them answered my call.

— What did you want from them?

— To set them free from the spirits that spoil their happi-
ness.

Bayoomi asked indignantly:

— Are you responsible for people’s happiness?

— Yes, as long as I am able to give it to them.

Bayoomi scowled.

— They've heard you say you despise power and glory.

—Toshow them that happinesslies not in their imaginings
but in what I'm doing.

Dungbeetle asked angrily:

— Doesn’t that mean you despise the people who have
power and glory?

Quite unruffled, he answered:

— No, sir; but it does mean that happiness is not the same
as their power and glory.

Bayoomi asked with a piercing look:

— They’ve also heard you say that this is what the Founder
wants for them.

His innocent eyes grew anxious.

— They say that?!

— And what do you say?
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He hesitated for the first time.

— I speak according to my understanding.

Dungbeetle said sinisterly:

— Disasters can come from an addled brain.

Bayoomi’s eyes narrowed.

— But they also say you repeat to them what you've heard
from Gebelaawi himself.

His eyes were confused, and he hesitated again, then said:

— That’showI understand his words to Adham and Gebel.

Dungbeetle shouted:

— His words to Gebel don’t bear interpreting.

Bayoomi grew still angrier and said to himself: ‘You're all
liars, and Gebel was the biggest liar ofyou all,you thieves.” Out
loud he said:

— You say that you've heard Gebelaawi, and you say this is
what Gebelaawi wants; but nobody can speak in the name of
Gebelaawi excepthis Trustee and heir. [f Gebelaawi wanted to
say anything he would say it to him. He is responsible for the
Trustand is the executor ofits Ten Clauses. You idiot; how can
you despise power and glory and wealth in the name of
Gebelaawi when those are his very qualities?

Rifaa’s open face showed signs of pain:

—Iam speakingto the people of our Alley, not to Gebelaawi;
it is they who are possessed by spirits, and it is they who are
tormented by their desires.

Bayoomi bellowed:

—It’sjust thatyou are incapable of getting power and glory,
and you curse them because of that and in order to raise your
contemptible position — in the eyes of the idiots in our Alley
—above that of their masters; but once you’ve got them under
your thumb, you'll use them to seize the power and the glory.

Rifaa's eyes widened in astonishment.

— My only aim is the happiness of the people of our Alley.

Bayoomi shouted:

— You cunning bastard! You make people think they're
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sick, thatwe're all sickand thatyou aloneinthewhole Alley are
well.

— Why do you hate happiness when it’s in your grasp?

— Cunning bastard! A curse on any happiness that comes
from the likes of you!

Rifaa sighed.

— Why do people hate me when I've never hated anybody?

Bayoomi screamed at him:

— You won’t take usin as you've takenin idiots. Stop taking
people in, and understand that my orders are not to be
disobeyed. Be thankful thatyou’re in my house, oryouwouldn’t
have got away in one piece.

Rifaastoodup hopelessly, saluted themand left. Dungbeetle
said:

— Leave him to me!

But Bayoomi said:

— The lunatic has many friends, and we don’t want a
bloodbath.
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Rifaaset offhome from Bayoomi’s house. The sky was veiled
in autumn cloud and a mild breeze stirred the air. Asit was the
pickling season, people in the Alley were crowding round the
lemon-sellers’ baskets, chatteringand laughing, while urchins
brawled and pelted each other with dirt. Rifaa received the
greetings of many people butalsoaspattering of mud. Hewent
on home, brushing the filth off his shoulder and his turban.
He found Zaki, Ali, Hussein and Kareem waiting for him and
they embraced as they always did when theymet. Then he told
them, and his wife who joined them, what had passed between
him and Bayoomi and Dungbeetle. They followed anxiously,
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and when he had finished his story they were frowning.
Jasmine wondered what this delicate situation would lead to;
was there not some solution that would save this good man
from destruction without threatening her happiness? Their
eyes were all full of questions, but Rifaa just leaned his head
against the wall, exhausted. Jasmine said:

— You can’t ignore Bayoomi'’s orders.

Ali was of course the boldest of them. He said:

— Rifaa has friends. They attacked Melonhead, and he’s
vanished from the Alley.

Jasmine frowned.

— Bayoomi is not Melonhead. If you defy Bayoomi it’ll be
goodbye to you.

Hussein turned to Rifaa.

— First let’s hear our chief.

Rifaa spoke with his eyes almost closed:

—Don’t think of fighting. One who tries to bring happiness
to people can’t lightly shed their blood.

Jasmine’s face brightened. She hated the idea of being a
widow in case people should watch her and prevent her from
finding a way to her terrible lover. She said:

— The best thing you can do is to spare yourselves that sort
of trouble.

Zaki said:

— We must leave the Alley, not the work.

Jasmine’s heart pounded at the thought of going far away
from her lover. She said:

— We can’t live as strangers, lost far away from our Alley.

They all looked at Rifaa’s face and he lifted up his head
slowly and said:

— I don’t want to leave.

At that point there was an impatient knocking at the door.
Jasmine went to open it. Rifaa and his friends heard Shaafiy
and Abda asking about their son. Rifaastood upand embraced
his parents, then they sat down. Shaafiy and his wife were
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breathing heavily, and their faces expressed the bad news they
brought. Shaafiy quickly got to the point.

— My son, Dungbeetle has withdrawn his protection from
you and your life is in danger. My friends tell me that the
strongmen’s henchmen are hovering round your home.

Abda dried her reddened eyes and said:

— If only we hadn’t come back to this Alley where people
are sold for nothing.

Ali said over-enthusiastically: .

— Don’t be frightened, dear lady; all the people in our
sector are our friends.

Rifaa sighed.

— What have we done to deserve punishment?

Shaafiy spoke anxiously:

— You belong to Gebel’s people whom they so hate. I've
been afraid ever since you first mentioned the Founder.

— Yesterday they made war on Gebel for wanting the Trust
and today they make war on me for despising it.

Shaafiy made a helpless gesture with his hand:

— Saywhatyou like aboutthem;itwon’t change thematall.
Butrealizethatyou’re adead man ifyou set foot outside your
house — and I don’t feel you're safe if you stay in it.

Fear crept into Kareem’s heart for the first time, but he hid
it with a great effort of will and said to Rifaa:

— They’re lying in wait for you outside, and if you stay here
they’ll come and get you if we know anything about our
strongmen. Let’s escape over the roofs to my home, and there
we can think about what's to be done.

Shaafiy exclaimed:

— From there you can escape from the Alley by night.

Rifaa sighed:

— And leave what I've built to be ruined?

His mother implored:

— Have pity on your mother and do as he says.

His father said insistently:

254



Rifaa

— Start again on the other side of the desert if you must.

Kareem stood up anxiously and said:

— Let’s get things organized. Shaafiy and his wife can wait
alittleand thengoto Victory House asif theywere going home
from an ordinary visit. Jasmine can go off to Gemaliaas if she
was shopping, and when she comes back she cansliproundto
my place; that will be easier for her than escaping over the
roofs.

Shaafiy liked the plan. Kareem said:

— There’s not a moment to lose, I'm going up to scout
round the roofs.

He left the room. Shaafiyrose and took hold of Rifaa. Abda
told Jasmine to collect their few clothes together in a bundle,
which she proceeded to do, heart-sore and with a lump in her
throat, a wave of f[ury mountingin her. Abda turned tokiss her
son andrecite acharm over him, her eyesbrimmingwith tears.
Rifaa thought sadly about his predicament. He loved others
with all his heart and he had striven so hard for their happi-
ness; how could he be the target for their hatred? And would
Gebelaawi accept failure?

Kareem came back and said to Rifaa and his friends:

— Follow me!

Abda burst into tears.

— We'll sec you... in a while.

Shaalfiy [ought back his tears as he said:

— I wish you a safe journey, Rifaa!

Rifaa embraced his parents, then turned to Jasmine and
said:

— Wrap yourself up in your chador and veil so that nobody
knowsyou. (Then, whispering in her ear:) I couldn’tbear it for
any hand to be raised against you.
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Jasmine left the tenement-house in her black chador, with
Abda’s parting words echoing in her ears: ‘Good-bye my
daughter; may God preserve you and guard you. Rifaa is in
your care; I'll pray for you both, night and day.’ Darkness was
gathering and lampswerebeinglitin the cafes. Urchins played
in the light shed by the lanterns on barrows, and cats and dogs
fought over piles of garbage, as usual for the time of day.
Jasmine went towards Gemalia, and passion left no room for
pity in her heart. She felt no hesitation, but she was full of fear
and imagined that many eyes were fixed on her. She did not
even begin to relax till she emerged from Derrasa into the
desert,and she did notrelax properlytillshe waswith Bayoomi
in the garden house. When she had taken off her veil he
examined her with concern and asked:

— Frightened?

She was breathing hard.

— Yes!

— But no, you’re no coward. Tell me what's up.

She said almost inaudibly:

— They've escaped across the roofs to Kareem'’s place, and
they’ll leave the Alley at dawn.

Bayoomi muttered:

— At dawn! The sons of bitches!

— They've persuaded him to go away; why not let him?

He smiled scornfully:

— Gebel went away, long ago, and then he came back.
These vermin don’t deserve to live.

Her mind was in turmoil.

— He denies life, but he doesn’t deserve death.

His lips curled in disgust.

— There are enough madmen in the Alley.

She looked at him imploringly, then dropped her gaze and
whispered, as if to herself:
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— He once saved me from being destroyed.

He laughed brutally.

— And here you are, handing him over to destruction. Tit
for tat — and the one who acts first ends worst!

She wasso upset that she feltill. She looked athim reproach-
fully and said:

— I've done this because you're dearer to me than my life.

He stroked her cheek gently.

— It’ll be easy for us afterwards; and if things get tough for
you, there’s a place for you in this house.

She recovered a little from her gloom.

— If they offered me the Founder’s house without you I
wouldn’t accept it.

— You're a faithful girl.

The word ‘faithful’ pierced her, and again she was so upset
that she felt ill. She wondered whether the man was mocking
her. But there was no more time for talking, and sherose. He
stood up Loo, to see her off, and she slipped out by the back
gate.

She found her husband and his friends waiting for her and
sat down beside Rifaa, saying:

— Our home is being watched. Your mother was wise to
leave a lighted lamp behind the window. It’ll be easy to escape
at dawn.

Zaki said to her, looking sadly at Rifaa:

— He’s depressed, though. But aren’t there sick people
everywhere? And don’t they need to be healed too?

Rifaa said:

— The need for healing is greatest where the sickness is
worsL.

Jasmine looked at him mournfully and thought to herselfit
was outragcous for him tobekilled. Shewished hehadjustone
feature that deserved punishment. She remembered that he
was the only person in this world who had been good to her;
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and his reward was to be death. Inwardly she cursed these
thoughts and said to herself: ‘Let those who find goodin their
lives do good.’ Then she saw him returning her look and she
said:

— Your life is more preciousthan thewhole of thisdamned
Alley.

Rifaa smiled:

— That’s what you say, but I read sadness in your eyes.

She trembled andsaid to herself: ‘I'd be lost if he could read
eyes as he can cast out devils.” She said to him:

— I'm not so much sad as alraid for you.

Kareem got up, saying:

— I'll make supper.

He came back carrying a tray and invited them to sit round
it. It was a supper of bread and cheese and whey with cucum-
bers and radishes, and there was a jug of ale. Kareem filled
their mugs, saying:

— Tonight we shall need warmth and courage.

They drank. Then Rifaa said, smiling:

— Drink wakens devils, but it gives life to those who have
been freed from their spirits.

He looked at Jasmine by his side, and she understood the
meaning of his look and said:

— You shall free me from my spirit tomorrow, if God grants
us life.

Rifaa beamed with pleasure and his friends congratulated
one another. They went on eating. The bread was broken, and
their hands met over the dishes. It seemed as though they had
forgotten death which hovered all around them. Rifaa said:

— The master of the Trust wanted his children to be like
him, but they refused to be like anything but devils. They are
fools, and he does not like foolishness, as he told me.

Kareem shook his head sadly and swallowed his mouthful,
then said:
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— If he had some of his former strength, things would go as
he wished.

Ali said angrily:

— If... if... if..! What's the use of ifs? We must act.

Rifaa said forcefully:

— We’ve never fallen short. We've waged war on devils, and
whenever one of them has made room, love has entered in.
There’s no goal beyond that.

Zaki said with a sigh:

— Ifthey’d leave us to our work we could fill the Alley with
health and love and peace.

Ali protested:

— I’'m amazed that we can think of running away when we
have so many friends.

Rifaa smiled.

— Your evil spirit still has a hold on you. Don’t forget that
our goal is to cure, not to kill. It’s better for a man to be killed
than to kill.

Rifaa turned suddenly to Jasmine.

— You're not eating and not listening.

Her heart contracted with fear, but she controlled her
agitation and said:

— I’'m amazed thatyou can talk so cheerfully, as if you were
at a wedding.

—You'll getused to joywhenyou're set free from your spirit
tomorrow. (Then, looking at his brothers:) Some of you are
ashamed of being peaceful, and we are children of an alley that
respects only strongman methods, but true strength isn’t a
matter of intimidation; battling against spirits is many times
harder than attacking the weak or fighting the strongmen.

Ali shook his head sadly:

— And the reward for doing good is the miserable position
we're in.

Rifaa said:

— The battle won’t end as they imagine. We're not weak as
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they think, only we’ve moved the fight from one battlefield to
another one where we need more courage and strength.

They went on with their supper, thinking about what they
had heard. He seemed in their eyes calm, relaxed and strong
as well as beautiful and gentle. In a moment of silence they
heard the bard of their sector relating how:

Once Adham sat dozing at midday in Watawit Alley when he
was wakened by a movement and saw some urchins about to
make off with his barrow. He stood up to threaten them, and
one boy noticed him and warned his friends with a whistle,
pushingthe barrow over to distract him from giving chase. The
cucumbersspiltall over theground while the urchinsbounded
away like locusts. Adham was furious and poured forth a
torrent of the foulest curses. Then he bent down to gather up
the cucumberswhichweresmothered indirt. Hisrage mounted
without any outlet till he burst out passionately:

- Why did your rage burn everything up? Why did you love
your pride more than your own flesh and blood? How canyou
be happy with your life of ease and plenty, knowing that we are
trampled on like insects? Mercy and sweetness and tolerance
are all lacking in your Great House, you tyrant.

He took hold of the shafts of the barrow and was about to
push it far away from this wretched alley when he heard a
jeering voice:

— How much are those cucumbers, mister?

He saw Idrees standing with a mocking smile on his lips.

A woman shouted, drowning the bard’s voice:

— Oyez! Oyez! A child is lost. Oyez!
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60*********************

The companions passed the time talking, but Jasmine wasin
torment. Hussein wanted to take a look at the Alley, but
Kareem protested that someone might see him and wonder
whatwas up. Zakiwondered whether theyhadattackedRifaa’s
home but Rifaa pointed out that there was nothing tobe heard
except the drone of therebec and the shouting of urchins. Life
went on as usual in the Alley, and there was nothing to show
that a crime was being prepared. So many thoughts whirled
round and round in Jasmine’s head thatshe was afraid her eyes
would give her away. She wished her tormentwould end, in any
way and at any price. She wished she could fill herself with
drink and forget what was going on around her. She said to
herself that she was not the first woman in Bayoomi’s life and
would not be the last; stray dogs gather round garbage. But let
this torment end at any price! As time went on, silence
gradually swallowed up the noises. The urchins’ shouts and
the peddlers’ cries ceased, and only the drone of therebec was
left. A sudden hatred [or these men came over her, simply
because they were, in a way, what tormented her.

Kareem asked:

— Shall I get the brazier ready?

Rifaa said firmly:

— We need to have our wits about us.

— I thought it would help us to bear the passing of time.

— You're more frightened thanyou need to be.

Kareem denied this charge:

— There doesn’t seem to be any reason to be frightened.

Indeed, nothing had happened and Rifaa’s home had not
been attacked. The music stopped and the bards left. There
were the sounds of doors being locked, the chatter of men on
their way home, coughs, laughs, then silence. They watched
and waited till the first cock crowed. Zaki got up and looked
out of the window at the road:
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— Silent and empty. The Alley is as it was the day Idrees was
thrown out.

Kareem said:

— Time for us to go.

Jasmine was in anguish. She wondered what would become
of her if Bayoomi was late or had changed his mind. The men
stood up, each carrying his bundle. Hussein said:

— Good-bye to you, hellish Alley!

Ali led the way. Rifaa pushed Jasmine gentlyin front of him
and followed her witha hand onhershoulderasthough afraid
he might lose her in the dark. Next went Kareem, then
Hussein, then Zaki. They crept out one by one through the
door of Kareem'’s lodgings, and climbed the stairs, guiding
themselves by the handrail in the thick darkness. The roof
seemed less dark, though there was not a star to be seen. A
sheet of cloud in headlong flight across the sky hid the moon
and diffused its light. Ali said:

—The roofs almost touch. We can help Jasmine if she needs
us.

They followed one another on to the roof. As Zaki, the last
of them, came up, he sensed a movement behind him. He
turned to face the trap door and saw four figures. In a panic he
asked:

— Who’s that?

They all stopped dead and looked round. Bayoomi’s voice
spoke:

— Stop where you are, you bastards!

To his right and left stood Jaabir, Khaalid and Handoosa.
Jasmine let out acry, slipped from Rifaa’s hand, and ranto the
trap door. None of the strongmen stopped her,and Ali said to
Rifaa in dismay:

— The woman has betrayed you.

In a moment they were surrounded. Bayoomi peered at
their faces, one by one, asking: ‘Where’s the exorcist?’ till he
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recognized Rifaa and seized his shoulder in a grip of iron,
jeering:

— Where are you off to, you friend of devils?

Rifaa said:

— Our presence here annoys you; we prefer to go away.

Bayoomi gave a scornful laugh and turned to Kareem.

— And you; what was the use of hiding them in your place?

Kareem swallowed hard and trembled with fear as he said:

— I didn’t know of any quarrel between you and them.

With his free hand, Bayoomi hit him in the face. Kareem fell
down butin a moment scrambled up and fled in terror over
the roof of the next tenement-house. Hussein and Zaki rushed
after him. I'landoosa leapt at Ali and kicked him in the
stomach. He fell to the ground, groaning from the depths of
his being. At the same time Jaabir and Khaalid started after
those who had fled, but Bayoomi said contemptuously:

—There’s nothingto fear from them. Theywon’tsayaword
— or they're doomed.

Rifaa’s head was twisted sideways by the pain of Bayoomi’s
tight grip. I'le said:

— They've done nothing to deserve punishment.

Bayoomi hit him in the face and asked mockingly:

—Tellme; haven’t they heard Gebelaawi asyoudid? (Then,
pushing him forward:) Goin frontof me and keepyour mouth
shut.

Rifaa moved off, surrendering to fate. He went carefully
down the dark stairs, followed by their heavy footsteps. He was
overwhelmed by the darkness and the hopelessness and the
evil that threatened him, and he hardly thought of those who
had fled or betrayed him. A deep sadness invaded him com-
pletely, even smothering his fears. It seemed to him that this
darkness would always cling to the world. They stepped into
the Alley and went through the sector where, thanks to him, no
one was sick. Handoosa led them towards Gebel’s sector, and
they passed the barred and bolted Victory House, so that Rifaa
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imagined he could hear his parents breathing. He wondered
about them for a moment and thought he heard Abda weep-
ing in the stillness of the night, but in no time he was reclaimed
bythe darkness and hopelessness and the evil that threatened.
Gebel’ssectorlooked insilhouette like a huge ruin. How dark
it was, how deeply asleep! The squeaking of the executioners’
shoes in the thick blackness was like the laughter of demons in
the night.

Handoosa led them to the desert opposite the walls of the
Great House. Rifaa looked up at the house, but he saw it was
as dark as the sky. A figure appeared at the end of the wall and
Handoosa asked:

— Dungbeetle?

— Yes!

He joined them without another word. Rifaa’s eyes re-
mained on the house. Did his Ancestor know of his plight? A
word from him could save him from the clutches of these
tyrants and frustrate their schemes. He could speak to them as
he had done to him in this place. Gebel had been cornered like
this and had then escaped and been victorious. But he passed
the wall without hearing a thing, except the footsteps and
heavy breathing ofthevillains. Theywentdeepintothedesert,
and the sand slowed their steps. Rifaa felt lost and remem-
bered that the woman had betrayed him and that his friends
had fled. He wanted to turn towards the house, but Bayoomi’s
hand pushed him suddenly in the back and he fell on his face.
Bayoomi raised his cudgel and shouted:

— Dungbeetle?!

The man raised his stick.

— With you all the way, chief.

Rifaa asked in despair:

— Why do you want to kill me?

Bayoomi cracked his cudgel down on his head and Rifaa
cried out from the depths of his being: ‘Gebelaawi!’ Amoment
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later Dungbeetle’s cudgel caught him on the back of the neck
and blows rained down.

Silence fell, broken only by his death rattle.

Their hands began furiously digging in the dark.
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The murderers left, heading for the Alley, and very soon
they had melted into the darkness. Four figures rose from a
hiding place not far from the scene of the crime. They moaned
and sobbed till one of them shouted:

— You cowards;youwinded me, and so hewaskilled without
anybody to defend him!

Another said to him:

— If we’d listened to you we’d all be dead and he still
wouldn’t have been saved.

Ali spoke again:

— You're cowards — just cowards.

Kareem said tearfully:

— Don’t waste time talking, we have to work hard before
morning.

Husscin looked up at the sky with his eyes full of tears and
murmured:

— Daybreak is near, we must hurry.

Zaki cried out:

— Itflashed pést like abaddream, butin thatshort timewe
lost the best friend we've ever had.

Ali started towards the place of the crime muttering: ‘Cow-
ards!” The others followed him, fanning out in a semicircle,
and knelt down, feeling the ground. Kareem suddenly yelled
as though he had been bitten:

— Here! This is his blood.

265



Children of Gebelaaw:

At that moment Zaki yelled out:

— This soft place is his grave.

They gathered round him, scrabbling at the soil. No one in
the world was more miserable than they over the loss of their
friend and over their inability to save him. In a moment of
madness Kareem said stupidly:

— Perhaps we’ll find him alive.

Ali spoke contemptuously as his hands worked away:

— Listen to the coward’s delusions!

Their nostrils were filled with the smell of earth and blood.
From the direction of the Jebel they heard dogs howling.

Ali exclaimed:

— Go slowly! This is his body.

Their hearts almost stopped beating. Their hands searched
gently. In anguish they felt his clothes and they wept aloud.
Theyworked togethertofreethebodyfromthesandandlifted
it out carefully. From the streets and alleys came the crowing
of cocks. One of them urged haste, but Aliinsisted that they fill
up the hole. Kareem took off his jellaba and spread it on the
ground, and they lifted the corpse on to it. They worked
together again to fill in the hole. Then Hussein took off his
jellaba and put it over the corpse, and they carried it towards
Bab el-Nasr.

The darkness began to thin out over the Jebel, revealing
clouds. Dew and tears moistened their faces. Hussein led the
way to his tomb. They busied themselves silently opening it.
The light gradually became stronger, till they could see the
shrouded body and their bloodstained hands and their eyes
red from crying. They carried the body down into the depths
of the tomb, and stood round it humbly, fighting back their
tears. Kareem whispered, sobbing:

—Your lifewasabrief dream, but it has filled our hearts with
love and purity. We didn’t imagine you’d leave us so soon, let
alone that somebody would kill you, somebody from our
ungrateful Alley. You loved it and served it, and all it wanted
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was to destroy the mercy and healing you brought. They've
damned themselves till the end of time.

Zaki moaned:

— Why do the good die? Why do the wicked live?

Hussein sighed:

— But for your love remaining in us, we’d hate people for
ever.

At that Ali said:

— Weshan't know any peace of mind till we’ve made up for
our cowardice.

As they left the cemetery for the desert,dawnwas tinting the
horizon rose-red.

62*********************

None of the four friends reappeared in Gebelaawi Alley.
Their people thought they had left with Rifaa to be safe from
attack by the strongmen. They lived on the edge of the desert
in a distraught state of mind, fighting with all their might
against their anguish and remorse. The loss of Rifaa was worse
than death to them, and his absence was a dreadful torture.
Their only hope in life was to defy his death by reviving his
mission, and to punish his murderers as Ali was resolved to do.
Of course, it was not in their power toreturn to the Alley, but
they hoped to achieve their aims outside it.

One morning Victory House was awakened by Abda’s wail-
ing. The neighbors hurried round to find out what had
happened and she cried out in a hoarse voice:

— My son Rifaa has been killed.

The neighbors were dumfounded. They looked at Shaafiy
who was drying his eyes. He explained:

— The strongmen killed him in the desert.
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Abda moaned:

— My son who never harmed anybody in his life!

Someone asked:

— Did our Dungbeetle know about it?

Shaafiy said angrily:

— Dungbeetle was one of the murderers.

Abda sobbed:

— Jasmine betrayed him and told Bayoomi where he was.

They looked disgusted. A voice said:

— So that’s why she’s been living in his house since his wife
left him!

Thenewsspreadin Gebel’s sector, and Dungbeetle came to
Shaafiy’s home and yelled at him:

— Are you crazy? What's this you've been saying about me?

Shaafiy faced him fearlessly.

— You joined in his murder — you — his strongman and
protector.

Dungbeetle put on a show of resentment and shouted:

— You’re crazy, Shaafiy; you don’t know what you’re saying.
I’'m not staying here, in case you force me to teach you
manners.

He stalked out, fuming with rage. The news reached Rifaa’s
sector, where he had stayed after leaving Gebel’s, and the
peoplewere stunned. Therewereshouts of rage and sounds of
crying. But the strongmen went out into the Alley and pa-
trolled it up and down, their cudgels in their hands and a cruel
glintin their eyes. Then a report wentround thatthe sand to
the west of Hind’s Rock had been found stained with Rifaa’s
blood. Shaafiy went with his closest friends to look for the
body. They searched and dug, but found nothing. There was
uproar at the news, and great confusion, and many people
expected things to happen in the Alley. The people of Rifaa’s
sector wondered whathehaddonetobecondemnedtodeath.
Gebel’s people pointed out that, now that Rifaa was dead,
Jasmine was living in Bayoomi's house.
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The strongmen slipped out by night to the place where
Rifaahad been killed. They dugup hisgrave by torchlight, but
found no trace of the body. Bayoomi mused:

— Has Shaafiy taken it?

Dungbeetle answered him:

— Oh no; he found nothing, so my spies tell me.

Bayoomi stamped on the ground and shouted:

— Itwas hisfriends! We were wrongtolet them escape; here
they are fighting us from behind our backs.

As they went back Dungbeetle whispered in Bayoomi’s ear:

— Your keeping Jasmine is a source of trouble for us.

Bayoomi retorted:

— Admit that you aren’t in control of your sector.

Dungbeetle left him in a fury.

Tension rose again in Gebel’s sector and Rifaa’s. Again the
strongmen acled against the malcontents. Terror reigned so
that people avoided going out unless they had to. One night,
when Bayoomi was at Blubberlips’ cafe, relatives of his wife
creptinto his house to attack Jasmine. She detected them and
fled into the desert wearing her night-dress, with them in hot
pursuit. She ran like mad in the darkness, even after they had
given up the chase. She went on till she could hardly breathe
and had to stop, panting violently. She threw her head back
and shut her cyes, standing like that till she got her breath
back. Behind her she could see nothing, but she was afraid to
go back to the Alley by night. She looked in front of her and
saw a [aint light far off, coming perhaps from a hut. She set off
towardsit, hoping to find arefuge till the morning. She had to
walk a long way before she reached it. It was, as she thought, a
hut. She approached the door, calling out to whoever was
inside. Suddenly she found herself face to face with her
husband’s [riends: Ali, Hussein, Zaki and Kareem.
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Jasmine stood fixed to the spot, her glance shifting from
facetoface. She seemed to be living a nightmare, finding her
way barred by awall. Theystaredat herin disgust,and Ali's eyes
were cold and cruel as steel. She shouted:

— I'm innocent, by the Lord of Heaven, I'm innocent. I
wentwith you till they attacked us, and then I ran away just like
you.

They scowled. Ali asked furiously:

— Who told you we ran away?

She said in a trembling voice:

— Ifyou hadn’t you wouldn’t have lived. But I'm innocent;
all I did was run away.

Ali gnashed his teeth.

— You ran away to your master, Bayoomi.

— Never! Let me go! I'm innocent.

Ali shouted:

— You shall go under the ground.

She tried to escape but he leapt at her andseized her by the
shoulders. She screamed:

— Let me go, for his sake! He didn’t love killing or killers.

Ali seized her by the throat. Kareem said wretchedly:

— Wait till we've thought about it.

Ali roared:

— Quiet, cowards!

He tightened his grip on her throat, putting into it all his
pent-up anger and hatred and suffering and remorse. She
triedinvain to free herself, seizing his forearms, kicking him,
shaking her head — all to no avail. Her strength ebbed away,
her body was convulsed, and she was still for ever. He dropped
her at his feet, a corpse.

Next morning Jasmine’s body was found at Bayoomi's gate.
The news spread like wind-driven dust. A crowd of men and
women quickly assembled by Trustee’s House, and there was
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uproar. Conflicting commentaries were offered, and people
hid their true feelings. The gate of Bayoomi’s house opened
and out he charged like a mad bull. He laid about him with his
cudgel, hitting anyone he could catch. People ran away in
terror and took refuge in the tenement-houses and cafes.
Bayoomi stood in the empty alley, cursing and swearing and
uttering threats, beating the airand the wallsand the ground.

That same day Shaafiy and his wife left the Alley. It seemed
asif all trace of Rifaa had vanished, but there were still things
thatrecalled him, such asShaafiy’'shomein Victory House, the
carpentry shop, Rifaa’s home in the sector that was now called
the Home of Healing, the place west of Hind’s Rock where he
haddied, and above all, his faithful friends. Theykeptin touch
with his followers and taught them the secrets of casting out
spirits to cure the sick. They were convinced that in this way
they were bringing Rifaa back to life. However, Ali’s mind
would not be at rest until he had destroyed the culprits.
Hussein reproached him:

— You have nothing of Rifaa in you at all.

Aliretorted fiercely:

— I know Rifaa better than you. He spent his short life in a
violent struggle against devils.

Kareem said:

— Youwanttogobacktostrongman methods, but he hated
nothing more.

Ali shouted:

— He was a strongman, the greatest of all, but his mildness
deceived you.

Each party set to work according to its views with sincere
faith. The truestory of Rifaa, which most people did not know,
was told in the Alley. It was also recounted that his body had
remained in the desert till Gebelaawi himself had carried it
away and buried it in his luxuriant garden.

Major events seemed almost to have stopped after that, but
then strongman Handoosa disappeared suspiciously. One
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morning his mutilated body was found in front of the home of
Trustee IThaab. Trustee's House trembled, as did Bayoomi'’s,
and the Alley went through a terrible period of fear. Attacks
were made on anyone who had any connection — or seemed
tohave any—with Rifaa or one of his friends. No head was safe
fromsticks, nostomach from kicks, no chestfrom punches, no
neckfrom bruises. Some barricaded themselvesin their homes
and others fled. Those who were careless of the danger got
killed in the desert. The Alley resounded with shouting and
wailing, and all seemed black and overcast. Thesmellof blood
hung everywhere.

Thestrange thing was that all this did not put an end to the
actions of whoever was responsible. The strongman Khaalid
was killed as he was leaving Bayoomi’s house a little before
dawn. The reign of terror reached an insane peak. Then the
Alley was awakened in the early hours by a fire that destroyed
thehome and the family of another strongman, Jaabir. Bayoomi
roared: ‘Rifaa’s madmen are spreading like bedbugs. They
must be killed, by God, even if it’s in their own homes.” The
rumor went round that their homes would be attacked by
night. People were crazy with terror. They stormed out bran-
dishing sticks, stools, saucepan lids, knives, clogs, bricks...
Bayoomi decided to strike before all was lost. Waving his
cudgel, he charged outof hishousewitha crowd of supporters.

Aliwas at the head of the rebels, together with some tough
men, showing himself for the first time. As soon as he saw
Bayoomi coming up he ordered avolley of stones to be thrown.
The stonesfelllike a cloud oflocusts on Bayoomi and his men,
and the blood began to flow. Bayoomi attacked, roaring like a
wild beast, but a stone landing on his head stopped him in his
tracks, in spite of his anger and power and strongman’s pride.
He staggered and fell, his head covered in blood. His men fled
in no time and the angry crowd surged into his house. The
sounds of rending and breaking reached the Trustee in his
house. Contagion spread everywhere. Retribution fell on the

272



Rifaa

remaining strongmen and their friends, and their homes were
destroyed. The danger mounted and all order almost broke
down. At that moment the Trustee sent for Ali. Ali went to
meet him, and his men stopped their vengeance and destruc-
tion to wait for the outcome of the meeting. Things quieted
down and tempers cooled.

The meeting produced a new covenant for the Alley; the
Rifaaites were recognized as a new sector, with the samerights
and privileges as Gebel’s. Ali was made trustee of their part of
the Trust, which meant strongman over them. He would
receive their share of the Trust’srevenuesand shareitbetween
themonabasisof perfect equality. Allthosewhohadfledfrom
the Alley during the reign of terror came back to the new
sector, led by Shaaliy and his wife and Zaki, Hussein and
Kareem. Rifaa enjoyed in his death an honor and respect and
love that he had never dreamed of while alive. His life became
a glorious story repeated by everyone, and chanted to the
music of therebec, especially the part about Gebelaawi taking
up his body and burying it in his luxuriant garden. The
Rifaaites all agreed about this, as they agreed on loyalty to his
parents and veneration for them, but they disagreed about
everything else.

Kareem, Hussein and Zaki maintained that Rifaa’s mission
had been simply to heal the sick and to despise power and
glory. They and their followers continued his ways. Some of
them went to extremes and shunned marriage out of a desire
toimitate him and follow his way of life. Ali on the other hand
took all that was due to him from the Trust and married. He
called for the renovation of Rifaa’s sector and said that Rifaa
had not despised the Trust for itself, but in order to show that
real happiness could be gained withoutit, and tocondemn the
evils aroused by greed; if the revenues were fairly shared out
andused for building and good works, then theywere nothing
but good.
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In any case people enjoyed a good life and joy was in their
faces. Theysaid with faith and conviction that todaywas better
than yesterday, and tomorrow would be better than today.

Why is our Alley plagued with forgetfulness?
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Hardly anything changed. Bare feet still left their prints in
the dust, and flies went on flitting between heaps of garbage
and human eyes. Faces were still haggard and drawn, clothes
still tattered. Insults were routinely exchanged like greetings,
and hypocrisy was rife. The Great House remained closed up
behind its walls, immersed in silence and memories. To the
right stood Trustee’s House and to the left Strongman’s
House. Next to them was Gebel'’s sector and adjoining it lay
Rifaa’s. As for the rest of the Alley, the part that ran down to
Gemalia, it was the home of a mass of ill-bred people, the
‘Desert Rats’ as they were called, who were the poorest and
most wretched of all.

At this time the Trustee was Rifaat, who was just like his
predecessors. The Strongman was ‘Guzzler’, ashort, slim man
whose appearance did not betray his strength, but who was
transformed in battle into an enemy as swift, as sharp and as
deadly as flame. He had become Strongman of the Alley after
aseries of battles that had made the blood flow in every sector.
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The strongman of Gebel’s sector was called ‘Bruiser’. His
people were still pleased with themselves, boasting that they
were the most closely related to Gebelaawi, that theirs was the
bestsector, and that their man Gebel had been the first and last
to whom Gebelaawi had spoken and given his favor. For this
they were little loved.

‘Pilgrim Grim’ was the strongman of Rifaa’s people. He did
not follow Ali’s example in his conduct of affairs, but behaved
like Dungbeetle and Bruiser and other usurpers. He took the
Trust income for his own use and beat up anyone who com-
plained, urging his people to follow Rifaa’s example and
despise glory and wealth.

Even the Desert Rats had their strongman, known as ‘Om-
nibus’, but he of course was not trustee of part of the Trust.
Things went on like this, and those who held the cudgels
maintained, as did the bards with their rebecs, thatit was a just
system in accordance with the Founder’sTen Clauses,and that
the Trustee and strongmen watched over its efficient opera-
tion.

AmongtheDesertRats asweet-potato vendor called Zakaria
was known for his goodness. He was distinguished by a distant
connection with Omnibus, strongman of the sector. He used
to push his barrow up and down the Alley, crying his wares. In
the middle of the barrow stood a stove from which wafted
aromatic smoke that attracted urchins in the Alley just asit did
in Gemalia, Otouf, Derrasa, Kafr el-Zaghari and Beit el-Qadi.

Zakaria had been married a long time without having any
children, but his little nephew, Qaasim, had come to live with
them when his parents died. Zakaria did not find the child a
burden, for human life, especially in that part of the Alley, cost
little more than that of the dogsand cats and flies, which found
their food amidst the garbage. Zakaria loved him as he had
loved the boy’s father. When his wife became pregnant after
the little boy had joined the family, he regarded him as a good
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omen and grew still more fond of him. His love did not lessen
when he was blessed with a son, Hassan.

Qaasim grew up almost alone, for his uncle passed the day
away from home and his aunt was busywith her house and her
baby. Then, as he grew up, hisworld expanded and he took to
playing in the courtyard and the Alley, and made friends with
boys his own age from Rifaa’s sector and Gebel’s, as well as
from his own. He went out to Hind’s Rock and played around
it, became familiar with the desert from east to west, and
climbed Jebel Muqattam. He used to gaze up with the other
little boys at the Great House and feel proud of his great
Ancestor. But he did not know what to saywhen some spoke of
Gebel and others of Rifaa, nor did he know what to do when
words became insults and quarrels and battles. Often he
looked at Trustee’s House in wonder and admiration, and
gazed with longing at the fruit on the trees.

One time he saw the gatekeeper dozing and slipped quietly
into the garden without seeing anyone or being seen. Full of
joy, he walked along the paths and picked up guavas off the
grass and ate them with delight, till he found himself in front
ofthe fountain. He marvelled at the column of water rising out
of the basin and, throwing off his jellaba, he jumped in and
waded about, splashing his hands in the water and pouring it
over his body, completely forgetting where he was. In no time
a harsh voice shouted, ‘Uthmaan, you son of a bitch, come
hereyou blind idiot!” He turned to see where the voice came
from, and there on the veranda wasa man wearing ared robe,
pointing at him with a trembling finger, his face burning with
rage. Qaasimrushedto theside of the basin and swung himself
out, pivoting on his elbows. Then he saw the gatekeeper
hurrying up and sped towards the jasmine trellis against the
wall, forgetting his jellaba where he had shed it. He raced to
the gate, shot out into the Alley and ran off at top speed.
Cheeringurchinsand barking dogs chased after him. Uthmaan
the gatekeeper rushed after him into the Alley and overtook
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him in the middle of his sector. He grabbed him by the arm
and stood there panting. Qaasim screamed so loud that the
whole sector heard.

In a moment his aunt arrived, carrying her baby, and
Omnibus came out from the cafe. His aunt was amazed at his
appearance and took his hand, saying to the gatekeeper:

— For Heaven’s sake, Uthmaan, you've frightened the boy.
What's he done? Where's his jellaba?

The gatekeeper spoke haughtily:

— His Honor the Trustee saw him bathing in his fountain.
The little devil needs a beating. The damned brat got in while
I was asleep. Why don’t you keep your devils away from us?

— Forgive him, Uthmaan; he’s an orphan. You're quite
right, of course.

She rescued the boy from his hands.

—I'llbeat him for you, but pleasegiveback his one and only
jellaba.

Thegatekeeperwaved his hand angrily, turned his back and
went off, saying:

— Because of this insect I've been cursed and insulted.
Devils! Alley of dogs!

The aunt went back home, carrying Hassan on her hip and
dragging along Qaasim, who was in floods of tears.
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Looking at Qaasim with admiration, Zakaria told him:

— You're no longer a child, Qaasim;you’re almost ten. It’s
time you had a job.

Qaasim’s eyes lit up with pleasure.

— I always hoped you’d take me with you, Uncle.

Zakaria laughed.
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— You wanted to come for play, not for work. But now
you're a sensible boy and you can help me.

Theboyrushed over to the barrow and tried to push it, but
Zakaria stopped him. His aunt said:

— Mind the potatoes don’trollaway, orwe’llstarvetodeath.

Zakaria took hold of the shafts of the barrow, saying:

— Walkin front and shout: ‘Best sweet potatoes! Roast sweet
potatoes!’. Watch everything I say or do. You can carry the
potatoes upstairs to people. And keep your eyes open all the
time!

Qaasim looked sadly at the barrow.

— But I'm strong enough to push it.

Zakaria set off pushing the barrow.

— Do as I tell you and don’t be stubborn; your father was
such a helpful man.

The barrow rumbled off towards Gemalia with Qaasim
shouting in hissqueakyvoice: ‘Bestsweetpotatoes! Roastsweet
potatoes!’. Nothing could match his joy as he went off to
strange parts and worked like a grown-up. When the barrow
got to Watawit Alley, Qaasim looked round and said to his
uncle:

— This is where Idrees got in Adham’s way.

Zakaria nodded absently, and the boy went on, laughing:

— Adam was pushing his barrow just like you, Uncle.

The barrow followed its dailyroute, from El-Hussein to Beit
el-Qadi and from there to Derrasa. Qaasim gazed in wonder at
the passers-by and at the shops and mosques, till they came to
a little square which Zakaria said was Muqattam Bazaar. The
boy looked at it in wonder:

— Is this really Muqattam Bazaar — which Gebel ran away
to, and where Rifaa was born?

Zakaria answered without enthusiasm:

— Yes! But those two have nothing to do with us.

— Butwe’reall children of Gebelaawi: whyshouldn’twe be
like them?
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Zakaria laughed and said sarcastically:

— At any rate we're all equally poor.

He pushed his barrow towards a shack built of old cans, on
the edge of the market place next to the desert; it was a tin
shack that served as a stall selling prayer-beads, incense and
charms. In front, on a skin, sat an old man with a white beard.
Zakaria parked the barrow in front of the hut and shook the
old man warmly by the hand. The man said:

— I have enough sweet potatoes today.

Zakaria sat down beside him.

— Sitting with you is better than looking for profit.

The old man examined the boywith interest. Zakaria called
to him:

— Come here, Qaasim, and kiss Mr Yahiaa’s hand.

He went up to the old man, took his wrinkled hand and
kissed it respectfully. Yahiaa stroked the boy’s hair and studied
his attractive face. He asked:

— Who is he, Zakaria?

Zakaria stretched his legs out in the sun.

— My late brother’s son.

The old man sat him down beside him on the skin.

— Do you remember your father, my boy?

— No, sir!

— Your father was a friend of mine. He was a good man.

Qaasim stared up at the different kinds of goods for sale.
Yahiaa stretched out his hand, took a amulet from a nearby
shelf and hung it round the boy’s neck.

— Keep this, and it will keep you from all evil.

Zakaria told Qaasim:

— Yahiaa is from our Alley — from Rifaa’s sector.

Qaasim looked at Yahiaa.

— Why did you leave, sir?

Zakaria answered:

— The strongman of Rifaa’s sector took a dislike to him a
long time ago, and he preferred exile.
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Qaasim exclaimed:

— Just like Shaafiy, Rifaa’s father!

Yahiaa gave a long laugh, revealing toothless gums.

— So you know about that, my boy! How well the people of
our Alley know the old stories; what’s wrong with them, that
they don’t learn their lesson?!

A boy brought a pot of tea from a cafe and put it down in
front of Yahiaa, then scurried back. Yahiaabroughtoutasmall
package from the breast of his jellaba and began opening it,
saying gleefully:

—I've got something precious and very powerful; the effect
is guaranteed to last till tomorrow.

Zakaria said eagerly:

— Let's try it!

Yahiaa chuckled.

— I'never heard you say no.

— How could I 'say no to pleasure, Yahiaa?

The two men shared the lump and began chewing it.
Qaasim watched them so eagerly that he made hisuncle laugh.
The old man sipped his tea and asked Qaasim:

—Doyoudreamofbeingastrongmanliketheother people
in our Alley?

Qaasim smiled.

— Yes!

Zakaria laughed and said apologetically:

— Forgive him, Yahiaa! As you know, in our Alley either
you're a strongman or you must be ready for their blows.

Yahiaa sighed.

— God rest your soul, Rifaa; how did you come out of our
hellish Alley?

— That’s why he met his end, as you know.

Yahiaa said, frowning:

— Rifaa didn’t die the day he was killed; he died the day his
successor turned into a strongman.

Qaasim asked eagerly:
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— Where was he buried, sir? His people say our Ancestor
buried himin his garden, and Gebel’s people say his body was
lost in the desert.

Yahiaa roared:

— Damn their hard hearts! They still hate him to this day.
(Then changing his tone:) Tell me, Qaasim, do you like Rifaa?

The boy looked cautiously at his uncle, but answered clearly:

— Yes, sir, I like him very much.

— Which would you prefer; to be like him or to be a
strongman?

Qaasim looked up at the old man, his eyes both smiling and
confused. His lips moved but he made no sound. Zakaria
guffawed.

— Be content with selling sweet potatoes, like me.

They fell silent, Atthe same time arow began in the market
place, where a donkey had thrown itself down on the ground,
pulling over the cart to which it was harnessed. The women
riding in it scrambled out while the driver flogged the donkey
violently. Zakaria stood up and said:

— We have a long walk ahead of us. Goodbye, old friend!

— Bring the boy with you whenever you come.

He shook Qaasim’s hand and fondled his hair.

— You’re a good lad.
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In all the desert one place alone offered shelter from the
angry sun: Hind’s Rock. Qaasim sat there on the ground with
only the flock for company. He was wearing a clean, blue
jellaba — as clean as is possible for a shepherd — and had a
turban to protect him from the sun, and a pair of old shoes
worn through at the toes. Part of the time he was sunk in
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himself, and part of it he watched the sheep and goats, the
lambs and kids. His staff lay beside him. From where he sat he
could see Jebel Muqattam close by, towering up, vast and
threatening. It was as if he were the only creature under the
puredome of sky who persisted obstinately in defying the sun’s
wrath. The desert stretched to the horizon, sunk in heavy
silence and stifled in hot air.

When he tired of his thoughts and dreams and passionate
youthful desires, he turned his gaze to the sheep, watching
their pranks and antics, their quarrels and courtships, their
prancing and lazing. He paid special attention to the lambs,
which he loved. He used to marvel at their eyes and his heart
would beat harder at the sight of them, as if they spoke to him.
He in turn used to speak to them and compare the love they
found in his care with the degradation that the people of the
Alley suffered under the arrogant strongmen. He was not
worried by the way the Alley despised shepherds, for he had
always believed that ashepherd was better than a crook, a thug
or abeggar. Quite apart from that, heloved the desert and the
fresh air, and knewwell Jebel Muqattam and Ilind’s Rock and
the marvelously changeful dome of sky. Besides, being a
shepherd led him constantly to visit Mr Yahiaa.

Yahiaa asked him when first he saw him as a shepherd:

— From selling sweet potatoes to watching sheep?

Qaasim answered

— Why not, sir! It’s a job that hundreds of poor wretchesin
my sector envy.

— Why's your uncle left you?

— My cousin Hassan hasgrown up; he has more right to go
with my uncle on his rounds. Herding sheep is better than
begging.

Never a day passed without his visiting his teacher. He loved
him and enjoyed his conversation. He found that he knew all
about the Alley, past and present. He knew the tales chanted
bythebards —and things that they did not know. Qaasim used
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to say to Yahiaa: ‘I watch over sheep from every sector, sheep
from Gebel’s and Rifaa’s sectors, and sheep belonging to rich
people in our sector too. The strange thing is that they graze
together in the brotherly spirit that their hard-hearted owners
lack.’ He also said: ‘Humaamwasa shepherd. And who are the
people who look down on shepherds? They're beggars and
down-and-outs and poor wretches. Yet at the same time they
look up to the strongmen who are just shameless robbers and
shedders of blood. God forgive you, people of the Alley!

One time Qaasim said to Yahiaa playfully:

— I'm poor and content. I've never harmed any man. Even
mysheep meet with nothing butlove from me. Don’tyou think
I’m like Rifaa?

Yahiaa looked at him disapprovingly and said:

— Rifaa! You like Rifaa! Rifaa spent his life freeing his
brothers from devils towin happiness for them. (Then, laugh-
ing:) And you’'re crazy about women. You watch for girlsin the
desert when the sun goes down.

Qaasim smiled.

— Is there anything wrong ir that, Yahiaa?

— That’s your business. But don’tsay you're like Rifaa.

Qaasim thought a while about this, then said:

— And Gebel, wasn’t he, like Rifaa, one of the good men of
our Alley? Yet he loved and married, and won his people’s
rightful share of the Trust and handed it out fairly.

Yahiaa said sharply:

— But he made the Trust his goal.

The young man thought for a while, then said candidly:

— No, rather community and justice and order were also his
goals.

Yahiaa was annoyed.

— So you prefer Gebel to Rifaa?

Qaasim’s dark eyes were filled with perplexity. He hesitated
for a long time, then said:

— They were both good men, and there have been so few
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good men in our Alley — Adham, Humaam, Gebel, Rifaa —
that’s all our share of goodness. But what a lot of strongmen
there have been!

Yahiaa sid sadly:

— And Adham died of grief, and Humaam was killed, and
Rifaa was killed.

‘Such were the truly good men of our Alley: a blameless life
and a tragic end!’ Thus he spoke to himself as he sat in the
shade of the big rock. A strong desire to be like them sprang
up in his heart. ‘And the strongmen, how foully they behave!’
A deep sadness filled him with anxiety. He soothed himself:
‘This rock has seen so many events and people: the love of
Qadriand Hind; the killing of Humaam; Gebel’s meeting with
Gebelaawi; Rifaa’s conversation with his Ancestor... And now
where are those events and those people? But the memory
remains, and is worth more than flocks and flocks of sheep and
goats. Thisrock saw our great Ancestor too, when he roamed
here alone as far as the eye can see, taking possession of what
he wanted and scaring off brigands. I wonder how he is in his
isolation. Is he still in his right mind or is he senile? Does he
come and go, or is he bed-ridden with age? Does he know
what'’s going on around him, or has he lost touch with every-
thing? Does he remember his children, or has he forgotten
even himself?’

At the end of the afternoon Qaasim stood up and stretched
and yawned. He picked up his staff and whistled a tune, then
waved the staff and called the sheep, which flocked together
and moved off towards civilization. He began to feel hungry,
having eaten nothing all dayexceptasardine and some bread,
but a good supper would be waiting at his uncle’s. He walked
faster, till he caught sight of the Great House in the distance
with its high wall and its shuttered windows and the tops of its
trees. What did the garden look like — that garden of which
the bards sang, and for which Adham had died of grief?
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Whenhe drew near to the Alley he began to hearits hubbub.
He followed the great wall to the top of the Alley. Dusk was
shedding its gloomy light. He pushed his way through gangs of
urchins who were playing and throwing mud. His ears were
assailed by vendors’ calls, women'’s chatter, men’s arguments
and insults, madmen’s cries for help and the bell on the
Trustee’s carriage. His nose was filled with the penetrating
smell of treacled tobacco, the stench of garbage, the pungent
outwear of garlic. He stopped in Gebel’s sector to return their
sheep and did the same in Rifaa’s sector.

He was left with just one ewe which belonged to Madam
Qamar, the only woman in the Desert Rats’ sector who owned
property. She lived in a house with one upper floor and a
central courtyard, in the middle of which stood a date-palm
and in the far corner a guava tree. Qaasim drove ‘Grace’ into
the courtyard, meeting the maid, Sakeena, with her curly
greying hair. They greeted one another and she smiled and
asked him in her huskyvoice: ‘How’s Grace?’ He told her of his
admiration for the ewe, handed her over and was about to
leave when in from the Alley came the mistress of the house.
A chador was wrapped round her plump body, and her dark
eyes looked out affectionately over her veil. Qaasim stepped
asidefor her and looked down modestly. She said to him gently
and politely:

— Good evening!

— Good evening, madam!

She stopped and studied Grace, then looked at him.

— Grace is getting fatter every day, thanks to you.

Hewasaffectedbyher tender glance even more than by her
kind words.

— Thanks to God, and to your care!

Qamar turned to Sakeena.

— Bring him some supper!

He threw up his hands to decline gratefully.

— You’re too good, madam.
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He won another glance from her as he said goodbye, then
off he went. He was much moved by her gentleness and
affection,as he was whenever hewaslucky enoughtomeet her.
It was an affection of a kind he knew of only from what he had
heard about the mother-love that he had never experienced.
If his mother had lived she would have been about this
woman'’s age, about forty. How wonderful this quality seemed
in an alley that took pride in strength and violence. The only
thing more wonderful was her shy beauty and the joy it
breathed into him. It was not like the hot-blooded adventures
in the desert with their blind, burning hunger and their sad,
transient satisfaction.

He hurried towards his uncle’s home, carrying his staff over
his shoulder, hardly seeing what was in front of him for the
strength of his emotion. He found his uncle’s family waiting
for him on the balcony overlooking the courtyard. He sat
down to table with the three of them. A supper of falafel, leeks
and melons had been prepared. Hassan was sixteen, and so tall
and well built that Zakaria dreamed that he would one day
become strongman of the Desert Rats. After supper Qaasim’s
auntcleared the table and Zakaria went out. The two cousins
stayed on the balcony till they heard a voice calling from the
courtyard:

— Qaasim!

The two youths stood up and Qaasim answered:

— Coming, Saadiq!

Saadiq met them happily. He was about the same age and
height as Qaasim, but thinner. He worked as assistant to the
tinner inthe lastshop before Gemalia. The three friends went
offtoFreewheeler’s cafe. As they went in they were watched by
Taza, the bard, who sat cross-legged on his bench at the back.
Omnibus was sitting near to Freewheeler by the entrance and
they went over and shook hands with the strongman, meekly
in spite of his close relationship to Qaasim and Hassan. They
satdown side by side on one bench, and the boy brought them
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their usual orders. Qaasim loved the hookah and mint tea.

Omnibus looked contemptuously at Qaasim and asked
rudely:

— What’s wrong with you, boy, as neat and tidy as a girl?

Qaasim blushed with embarrassment and said apologeti-
cally:

— There's nothing wrong with being clean, sir.

The strongman scowled.

— It’s bad manners at your age.

There wassilencein the cafe, asthoughall earsand even the
very walls were listening to Omnibus’ words. Saadiq gave his
friend a sympathetic glance, for he knew how sensitive he was.
Hassan hid his look of anger behind his cup of ginger so that
the strongman would not see it. Taza picked up hisrebec and
started playing. After saluting Rifaat the Trustee, Guzzler,
Strongman of the Alley, and Omnibus, master of the sector,
the bard began:

Adham imagined he heard footsteps, slow and heavy. Sub-
merged memories flooded back like a wonderful but elusive
fragrance. He turned his head towards the door of the hutand
sawit open. Then the doorway seemed to be filled by a huge
person. He gazed in astonishment and with a mixture of hope
and despair. He sighed deeply and murmured:

— Father?!

It seemed that he heard the old voice saying:

— Good evening, Adham!

His eyes swam with tears and he tried to stand up but could
not. He felt a joy he had not known for over twenty years.
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67*********************

Sakeena, the maid, said:

— Wait, Qaasim! I have something for you.

Qaasim stood where he had tethered the ewe to the base of
the palm tree, waiting for the maid, who had gone inside. His
heart pounded, for he told himself that the thing she prom-
ised could come only from the generous heart of the mistress
of the house. He longed tosee her glance or hear her voice and
for her beautytosoothe his body which had burnt all day long
in the desert. Sakeena came back with a package which she
gave him, saying:

— A pancake; enjoy it!

— My thanks to the generous lady!

He heard her voice from behind the window, saying gently:

— Thanks be Lo God, my dear boy!

He made a gesture of gratitude with his hand without
looking up, and left. He repeated her words to himself joyfully:
‘my dear boy'. The shepherd had never heard anything like it
before. And who had said it? The most respected lady in his
wretched sector. He looked with affection at the Alley in the
gathering darkness and thought: ‘In spite of our Alley’s mis-
ery, it is not empty of things that could bring happiness to
troubled hearts.’

He was roused from his daydreams by a voice shouting: ‘My
money! My money is stolen!” He saw a man in a turban and a
flowing jellaba hurrying towards the top of the Alley, coming
from the Gemalia end. Everyone turned towards the shouting
man; urchins ran after him; peddlers and people sitting in
their doorways craned their necks. Heads were poked out of
windows, and faces peered up from basements. The customers
came out of the cafes, and the manwassoon surrounded on all
sides. Qaasim saw a man standing near to him, scratching his
backwith a stick through the neck of his jellaba and watching
the scene with languid eyes. Qaasim asked him who the man
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was, and he answered without ceasing to scratch:

— An upholsterer who has been working in Trustee’s
House.

The strongmen of the three sectors arrived on the scene —
Omnibus, Pilgrim Grim and Bruiser. They quickly made the
crowd move back a few paces. A woman shouted from a
window in Rifaa’s sector:

— The man’s been touched by the Evil Eye.

And another woman'’s voice came from the first house in
Gebel’s sector:

— She’s right. There’s nobody who didn’t envy him the
money he was going to make out of upholstering the Trustee’s
furniture. God preserve us from the Evil Eye!

A third woman called from where she stood in a doorway
delousing a boy’s head:

— He was laughing as he came out of Trustee’s House. He
didn’tknowhe’'d soon be screaming and crying. Damn money!

The man was yelling at the top of his voice:

— All the money I had on me: stolen! A week’s wages! And
more besides thatwasin my pocket! Money for the house and
the shop and the children! Twenty-odd pounds! Perish the
bastards!

Bruiser, strongman of Gebel’s sector, shouted:

— Sh! Quiet everybody! Quiet you sheep! The good name
of the Alley is in the balance, and any blame will be put on the
strongmen in the end.

Pilgrim Grim, strongman of Rifaa’s sector, said:

— My God! There had better not be any blaming! But how
do we know he lost the money in our Alley?

The upholsterer shouted hoarsely:

— It was stolen in your Alley: I'll divorce mywifeif I lie. I got
it from the gatekeeper of his Honor the Trustee, and when 1
felt in the breast of my jellaba at the other end of the Alley I
found no trace of it.

There was a hubbub of voices. Pilgrim Grim shouted:
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— Quiet, you cattle! Listen, man; where did you realize your
money was gone?

He pointed to the end of the Desert Rats’ sector:

—Infrontof the tinner’sshop, but, totell the truth, nobody
was near me there.

Omnibus said:

— Then it was stolen before he got to our sector.

Pilgrim Grim said:

— I'was in the cafe when he went past, and I didn’t see
anybody in Rifaa’s sector go near him.

Bruiser roared:

— There are no thieves among Gebel’s people; they're the
lords of this Alley.

Pilgrim Grim retorted:

— That’ll do, Bruiser, my friend! You're wrong about the
lords.

— Only a fool can deny it.

Pilgrim Grim thundered:

— Don’t tempt the devil in me! Damned bad manners!

Bruiser shouted as loudly:

— A thousand curses! There’s no bad manners like thatin
our sector.

The upholsterer said tearfully:

— Gentlemen, my money was lost in your Alley. You’'re all
lords I'm sure, but where’s my money? Poor Fanjari is ruined.

Pilgrim Grim said decisively:

— We must make a search. Let us search everypocket, every
man, every woman, every child, every corner.

Bruiser said contemptuously:

— Search away; you won't disgrace any of us.

Pilgrim Grim said:

— The man left Trustee’s House and passed first through
Gebel's sector, so let’s begin by searching Gebel’s people.

Bruiser snorted:
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— Over my dead body! Remember who you are, Pilgrim
Grim, and who I am.

— I'have more scars than hairs on my body.

— Scars leave no room for hair on my body.

— God, don’t let the devil in me get loose!

— Send me all the devils in the world!

Fanjari yelled again:

— Look here! My money —doesn’titworryyou that people
will say it was stolen in your Alley?

A woman shouted furiously:

— Careful, owl-face, with your insults !

A voice asked:

— Why should the money not have beenstolen in the Desert
Rats’ sector, where most of them are thieves and beggars?

Omnibus shouted:

— Our thieves don’t steal in their own Alley.

— How do we know that?

Omnibus grew red with rage.

— We don’t need any more bad manners; the search will
uncover the thief, or it’s goodbye to the Alley.

More than one voice shouted:

— Begin with the Desert Rats.

Omnibus roared:

—Anybodywho changes the natural order of the search will
getmy cudgel in his face.

He brandished his cudgel and his men flocked round him.
Pilgrim Grim did likewise, and Bruiser withdrew to his sector
and did the same. The upholsterer took refuge in a doorway,
crying. Night was about to fall. Everyone expected a bloody
battle. Suddenly Qaasim rushed to the middle of the Alley and
shouted at the top of his voice:

— Stop! Bloodshed won’tbring back the lost money. People
in Gemalia and Derrasa and Otouf will say that anybody who
enters Gebelaawi Alley is robbed, even if it’s protected by its
Trustee and its strongmen.
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One of Gebel’s people asked:

— What does the shepherd boy want?

— I have a plan for giving the money back to its owner
without a fight.

The upholsterer ran towards him, shouting his gratitude.
Qaasim addressed the crowd:

— It will give the money back to its owner without exposing
the thief.

There was complete silence. All eyes were fixed on Qaasim.
He continued:

— Let’s wait till it’s pitch dark, which it soon will be. Not a
single candle shall be lit. Then we’ll all walk from one end of
the Alley to the other, so that suspicion doesn’t settle on any
one sector, and while we do that the one who has the money
will be able to throwit down without giving himselfaway. Then
we’ll find the money and avoid a nasty battle.

The upholsterer seized Qaasim’s arm in desperate entreaty
and shouted:

— A good solution; accept it for my sake!

Someone echoed this:

— A sensible solution, young man!

Someone else called:

— A chance for the thief to save himself and save the Alley!

Awoman whooped with joy. The people looked from one to
another of the three strongmen, half hopeful and half afraid.
But each of them wastoo proud and haughty to be the first to
announce his acceptance. The people waited and wondered
whether reason would prevail or whether the cudgels would
falland the blood would flow. Then there camea voice theyall
knew: ‘Look here!’ Every head jerked round in its direction.
There stood Guzzler, Strongman of the Alley, not far from his
house. Silence fell, and everyone hung on his words. He said
contemptuously:

— Accept the plan, you vagabonds! If you weren’t such
idiots you wouldn’t have to be saved by a shepherd boy.
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A murmur of relief ran through the crowd, and there were
more whoops of joy. Qaasim’s heart pounded. He looked at
Qamar’s house, feeling certain that her dark eyes were gazing
at him from one of the two windows that overlooked the road.
A glow of happiness filled him, and he felt the pleasure of a
great triumph such as he had never known before. Everyone
was waiting for night, looking now towards the sky, now
towards the desert, following the gradual darkening. Land-
marks disappeared; faces blurred; people became shapes. The
two paths into the desert on either side of the Great House
were swallowed up in the darkness.

Atlast thefiguresbegan to move and walked up tothe Great
House and then hurried down towards Gemalia. Then they all
went back to their own sectors. Guzzler shouted: ‘Lights on!’
The first to appear was in Qamar’s house, in the Desert Rats’
sector. Then the lanterns were lit on the barrows, and the
lamps in the cafes, and the Alley came back to life. People
begansearchingthe ground,andsoonthecrywentup: ‘Here’s
the wallet!’ Fanjarirushed straight over, seized the wallet and
counted the money, then hurried off to Gemalia, taking no
notice of anyone or anything and leaving in his wake a tumult
of laughter and shouting. Qaasim found himself the focus of
attention, the center for congratulations, jokes and commen-
taries.

When Qaasim went with Hassan and Saadiq to the Desert
Rats’ cafe that evening, Omnibus greeted him with a smile of
welcome, and called:

— A hookah for Qaasim on my account!

6 8 * * * *x 3k *x *x *x * ok *k * ok ok *k *k >k ok *k >k ok

His face flushed, his eyes shining, his expression open and
his heart joyful, Qaasimwentinto Qamar’s courtyard tocollect
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the ewe, calling outawarning to wear veils. He was untethering
Grace from the foot of the stair when he heard the door
creaking open, and her voice saying:

— Good morningl

He gave a heartfelt reply:

— A very good morning to you, madam!

— What you did for our Alley yesterday was a great good.

His heart pounded.

— God was my guide.

She spoke in admiring tones:

— You've taught us that wisdom is better than strongman
methods.

‘And your affection is better than wisdom,’ he thought to
himself. He said:

— You're very kind.

There was a smile in her voice as she said:

— We saw you shepherding the people as you shepherd
your flock. Goodbye and bless you!

He set off with Grace, and, with every tenement-house he
passed, he added a billy goatora nannygoatoraramoraewe
to the procession. Everyone greeted him. Even the strongmen,
who had always ignored him, returned his salutations. He
followed thelongfile of sheep and goatsup the pathbythewall
of the Great House on his waytothe desert. He was metbythe
burningheatof the sun,which was justup over Muqgattam, and
by warm puffs of morning wind. At the foot of the Jebel could
beseensomeshepherds. Amanintattered clothes passed him,
playing a bamboo flute. In the cloudless bowl of sky kites
circled. Every breath of air he took was pure and clean. He
imagined the great Jebel must contain hidden treasures, hopes
and promises. His gaze roamed over the desert with a strange
satisfaction and his heart was light with joy. He began to sing:

Dear love from Upper Egypt’s land,
Your name is tattooed on my hand.
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Hisgaze wandered over the rock of Qadri and Hind, and the
places where Humaam and Rifaa had been killed, and where
Gebelaawi and Gebel had met. Here were the sun and the
Jebel and the sands, majesty and love and death, and a heart
in which love was dawning. But he wondered about the
meaning of all this, about what had passed and what was to
pass, about the Alley with its warring factions and its feuding
strongmen, and about the stories that each cafe heard in a
different form.

Alittle before noon he drove his flock to Muqattam Bazaar,
and sat down in Yahiaa’s hut. The old man asked:

— What’s this about what you did yesterday in the Alley?

Qaasim sipped his tea to hide his embarrassment. The old
man went on:

— It would have been better to let them fight it out and all
kill each other.

Qaasim said, without raising his eyes:

— You're only saying that.

— Avoid your admirers or you'll provoke the strongmen.

— Could somebody like me provoke them?

The old man sighed:

— Who could have imagined that anybody would betray
Rifaa?

Qaasim was amazed.

— What do I have in common with the great Rifaa?

When he stood to go, the old man’s parting words were:

— Always keep my amulet.

In the afternoon he wassitting in the shade of Hind’s Rock,
when he heard Sakeena’s voice calling ‘Grace!’” He leapt up
and went round therockto find Qamar’s maid standing by the
ewe’s head, fondling itswool. He greeted her with a smile and
she said in her husky voice:

—TI'vebeenonanerrandtoDerrasaandItookthisshort cut
home.

— But it's a hot way to come.
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She laughed.

—And that'swhyI’m goingtorestalittlein the shade of the
rock.

They sat down together in the shade where he had left his
staff. Sakeena said:

— WhenIsawwhatyou did yesterday I wassure your mother
must have prayed for you before she died.

He asked with a smile:

— And you, don’t you pray for me?

She dissembled a cunning glance.

— For a man like you I pray for a wife from a good family.

He laughed.

— Whoever would be satisfied with a shepherd boy?

— Good fortune works wonders. Today you are looked up
to like the strongmen without having shed any blood.

— I swear your words are sweet as honey.

She looked at him with her languid eyes.

— Shall I show you a wonderful path?

A sudden agitation overcame him.

— Please!

With a maid’s simplicity she said:

— Try your luck and propose to the lady of our sector.

Everything looked suddenly different.

— Who do you mean, Sakeena?

— Don’t pretend you don’t know who I mean; there’s only
one lady in our sector.

— Madam Qamar?!

— Who else?!

His voice trembled.

— Her husband was an important man, and I'm just a
shepherd.

— But when fortune smiles everything smiles with it, even
poverty.

He said, almost to himself:

— Won't my proposal annoy her?
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Sakeena stood up.

— Nobody knows when women will be pleased and when
they will be annoyed; trust in God. (Then, as she was going:)
Take care of yourself!

He turned his face towards the sky and shut his eyes as
though overcome by fatigue.

69*********************

Zakaria stared at Qaasim’sface inamazement, as did his wife
and Hassan. They were resting in the corridor in front of their
flat after supper. The uncle said:

— Don’t talk like that. I thought you were a model of sense
and honor in spite of your poverty — of our poverty. What'’s
happened to your common sense?

His aunt’s eyeswere filled with a hungry desire for informa-
tion. Qaasim said:

— I've been encouraged; her maid’s the one who opened
the door for me.

— Her maid?!

The words burst from his aunt and her eyes begged for
more. His uncle let out a short laugh that betrayed his confu-
sion.

— Perhaps you’ve misunderstood.

Qaasim spoke quietly to hide his emotion:

— Oh no, Uncle!

His aunt cried out:

— I see! If the maid has said it the mistress has said it.

Hassan spoke out of his great love for his cousin:

— There’s no man like Qaasim.

Zakariashook hisheadand mutteredtohimself: ‘Best sweet
potatoes! Roast sweet potatoes!’ Then he said:
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— But you don’t possess a single piaster!

His wif e said:

— He grazed her ewe, as she very well knows. (Then,
laughing:) Mind you never kill a ewe, Qaasim, in honor of
Grace!

Hassan said thoughtfully:

— Mr Uwayss the grocer is Madam Qamar’s uncle and the
richest man in our sector. He'll be our in-law, just as Omnibus
is our relative. How splendid!

His mother said:

— Madam Qamar has connections with Lady Ameena, the
Trustee’s wife. Her late husband was Ameena’s relative.

Qaasim said uneasily:

— That will make things more difficult.

Zakaria spoke with sudden enthusiasm, realizing the status
he would get from the proposed match:

— Talk as you did on the day of that business with the
upholsterer. You're bold and sensible. We’llgo along together
to the ladyto take up the matter with her, and then we must talk
to Uwayss. If we began with Uwayss he’'d send us to the
madhouse.

Things went as Zakaria had planned. And so Uwayss sat
down in the parlor in Qamar’s house, waiting for her and
playing with his huge moustache to hide his confusion. Qamar
came in, wearing a modest dress, with a brown scarf over her
head. She shook hands graciously with him and sat down, a
look of calm determination in her eyes. Uwayss said:

— You bewilder me, my girl! Notlong ago you refused the
hand of my manager Mr Mursi, onthegrounds that he was not
good enoughforyou;andnowyou'resatisfied withashepherd
boy!

She blushed.

— Uncle, he is indeed a poor man, but everybody in the
sector can witness to his goodness and his family’s.

Uwayss frowned.
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— Yes, just as we say a servant is trustworthy or clean. Being
eligible is something quite different.

Qamar said politely:

— Show me one man in our Alley as courteous as him; show
me just one man who doesn’t boast of some act of trickery or
meanness or brutality.

The grocer nearly burst with rage, but he remembered that
he was talking not just to his niece but to the woman who had
invested so much money in his business, so he said:

—Qamar, ifyouwanted I could marryyoutoanystrongman
in the Alley. Guzzler himself would have you if you agreed to
share him with his three other wives.

— I don’t like those strongmen, nor that kind of man. My
father was a good man, like you. He suffered so much from
their cruelty that [ inherited his hatred of them. But Qaasim
has a good character. He only lacks money, of which I have
plenty.

Uwayss sighed and looked at her for a long time, then said
as a last resort:

— I have a message from Lady Ameena, the Trustee’s wife.
She said to me: ‘Tell Qamar to be sensible; she’s heading for
a mistake that would make us the gossip of the whole Alley.’

Qamar said sharply:

— I don’tcareabout her advice. It’s a pity she doesn’t know
who it is that gets talked about!

— My dear niece, she’s concerned for your reputation.

— Don’tyou believe it, Uncle; she doesn’t care about us or
evenremember us. Since my husband died tenyearsago,she’s
never given me a thought.

Her uncle hesitated awhile in obvious embarrassment, then
spoke with annoyance:

— She also said it’s foolish for a woman to marry beneath
her, especially if for some reason he’s been visiting her house.

Qamar jumped up, livid with rage, and shouted:

— Let her hold her tongue! I wasborn and bred in this Alley
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and married and widowed here; everybody knows me and
speaks well of me.

— Of course, mygirl, of course; she’sonly pointing outwhat
might be said.

— Uncle, let’s forget about her ladyship; she’ll only give us
a headache. I tell you as my uncle that I've agreed to marry
Qaasim, and it’ll be with your approval and in your presence.

Uwaysswas silent, deep in thought. Itwasimpossible to stop
her, and it would be dreadful to anger her to the point of her
withdrawing her money from his business. He juststaredat the
floor in misery and confusion. He opened his mouth to say
something, but all that came out was an indistinct mumble.
Qamar watched him with a steady, patient gaze.

70*********************

Zakaria gave his nephew some money — mostly borrowed
— to prepare for the wedding. He told him:

—Ifonlylcould cover youwith money, Qaasim! Your father
was a generous brother; I'll never forget how good he was to
me on my wedding day.

Qaasim bought a jellaba, some underclothes, a brocaded
turban, some bright yellow pumps, a cane and a snuff-box.
Soon after'dawn he went to the bath house and steamed
himself, then plunged into the cold pool and had a massage.
Then he washed and perfumed himself, and finally stretched
out in his cubicle sipping tea and dreaming of bliss.

Qamar undertook to provide the wedding feast. Shegot the
roof of her house ready to receive the women guests, booked
a famous woman singer and hired the best cook in the
neighborhood. A marquee was erected in the courtyard for
the male guestsand the musicians. Qaasim’sfamily and friends
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came, and the men of the sector led by Omnibus. The ale
flowed freely, and twenty hookahs went round, so that the
smoke dimmed the lights and the air was heavy with the scent
oftheverybest hashish. Everycorner echoed the whoops of joy
and the cheering and laughter.

Zakaria was the worse for drink and began boasting:

— We’re a noble family, and we go back a long way.

Uwayss hid hisannoyance. He was sitting between Omnibus
and Zakaria. He said tersely:

— It’s enough that you're related to Omnibus.

Zakaria shouted drunkenly:

— A thousand greetings to Omnibus!

The band at once played for Omnibus who smiled smugly
and waved his hand. In the past he had been annoyed by
Zakaria harping on his distant relationship to him, but his
feelings had begunto change when he heard that Qaasim was
to marry Qamar;indeed, he had already made up his mind not
to exempt Qaasim from paying protection money. Zakaria
went on:

— Qaasim is well liked; is there anyone who doesn’t like
him?

He detected a certain annoyance in Omnibus’s look and
added:

— But for his wisdom on the day of the theft, nobodywould
have saved the skulls of Rifaa’s people and Gebel’s from the
cudgel of our Omnibus.

Omnibus beamed, and Uwayss hastily agreed with Zakaria:

— You're right, by the God of Heaven and Earth!

The musician sang: ‘The hour of love’s delight draws near.’
and Qaasim’s emotion grew more intense. Saadiq as usual
understood his feelings and fetched him a fresh mug of drink,
which he drained to the dregs, still holding the hookahin his
hand. Hassan had drunk too much, and the marquee was
dancing before his eyes. Uwayss saw this and said to Zakaria:

— Hassan’s drinking more than’s good for him at his age.
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Zakaria stood up, mug in hand, and said to his son:

— Hassan, don’t drink like that.

He replied by emptying his mug down his throat, splutter-
ing with laughter. Uwayss was infuriated and said to himself:
‘But for my niece’s foolishness, what you’ve drunk tonight
would cost you all thatyou possess.’

In the middle of the night, Qaasim was summoned to his
procession and the male guests assembled at Freewheeler’s
cafe, headed by Omnibus, leader and protector of the proces-
sion. The Alley outside the house was crowded with urchins
and beggars and cats, drawn by the smell of the cooking.
Qaasim sat down between Hassan and Saadiq. Freewheeler
greeted them,and said to his serving boy:

— What a happy evening! Freewheeler’s own hookah for
the young men.

Then everyone who could afford to paid for a hookah for
the company. Saadiq brought outfrom the breastof his jellaba
a lump the size of a marble. He turned it between finger and
thumb under the lamp and spoke in Qaasim’s ear:

— Mixed with something sweet. And what an effect!

Qaasim took it and putit in his mouth, smiling, alreadyred-
eyed from drink. Saadiq went on:

— Chew it first, then suck it.

The singers arrived, following the pipers and drummers.
Omnibus stood up and commanded:

— Let the procession commence!

‘Knuckles’ led, wearing onlya jellaba, dancing barefoot and
balancing a cudgel on the top of his head. Behind him went
thesingersand Omnibus, then the bridegroom’sparty, Qaasim
and his two friends, flanked by torch-bearers. The singer
began in a sweet voice:

What is my one-oh? One’s for my eyes-oh.
What is my two-oh? Two's for my hands-oh.
What is my three-oh? Three’s for my feet-oh.
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When love did snare me, 'twas through these eyes-oh.
When I did wave-oh, "twas with these hands-oh.
When I did reach her, ’twas by these feet-oh.

There were drunken ‘ohs’ and ‘ahs’asthe procession made
its way to Gemalia and Beit el Qadi and then to the Hussein
Mosque and Derrasa. The night slipped away, unnoticed by
the merry-makers, and the procession returned, as it had set
out, gaily and happily. It was thefirstbridegroom’s procession
in the Alley ever to pass off without incident. Not a cudgel was
raised, not a drop of blood spilt. The entertainment ended
with Zakaria seizing his stick and dancing, twirling the stick,
swaying proudly, twisting and turning now his head, now his
chest, now his waist, his movements now aggressive, now
erotic. When he brought his dance toan end with a final spin,
there was cheering and clapping.

Then Qaasim went in to the women and found Qamar
sitting at the head of the two rows of women guests. He went
to her,accompanied by whoopsofdelight,and took her by the
hand. She stood up and they walked together behind a belly-
dancer who seemed to be giving a last lesson, until the two of
them were enfolded by the bridal chamber. The closing of the
door shut out the world, on which silence fell, exceptforafew
whispers or light footsteps. Ina glance Qaasim took in the bed
with its pink linen, the comfortable couch, the patterned
carpet, things such as he had never imagined. Then his eyes
rested on the woman, who sat taking off her jewelry. She
looked beautifully plump, soft and sweet. The walls seemed to
shimmer with light, and he saw everything with confused
excitement and boundless happiness. He drew close to her in
his silk jellaba, glowing with the combined effects of drink and
hashish, andstood looking down ather,whileshe dropped her
eyes expectantly. He took her face between his handsand was
about to say something, but then seemed to change his mind.
He bent over till her hair stirred under his breath, and kissed
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her forehead and her cheeks. From behind the door the smell
of incense reached his nose, and he heard Sakeena's voice
murmuring a prayer.

71*********************

The days and nights passed in love and companionship, joy
and peace of mind. How sweet is happiness in this world!
Qaasim went out of the house only because he would have
been ashamed for it to be said that he had not left it since his
wedding. His heart was sated with every kind of pleasure, and
he enjoyed all the affection, tenderness and care that he
wished for. He liked things to be clean, and here he saw
everything tidy, breathed a perfumed atmosphere and looked
upon a wife who always appeared before him immaculate and
withadoration on herradiantface. Onedayastheyweresitting
side by side in the drawing room, she said to him:

— You're gentle as a lamb. You don’t demand or boss or
scold, though everything in the house is yours.

He played with a lock of her henna-red hair.

— I'vereached a state in which I have no demands to make.

She squeezed his hand hard.

— My heart told me from the beginning that you were the
best man in our sector. Butsometimesyou’re so polite that you
seem like a stranger in your own house, and that hurts me you
know.

— You're talking to a man whose good fortune carried him
from the burning sands to the paradise of this house.

She tried to look serious but couldn’t help smiling.

— Don’t imagine you’re going to have an easy time in my
house. One of these days you’ll take my uncle’s place manag-
ing my property. Don’t you think you’ll find it a burden?

305



Children of Gebelaaw

He laughed.
— It’ll be child’s play compared with minding sheep.

So he took over the management of her property, which lay
scattered about between the Desert Rats’ sector and Gemalia.
Handling the difficult tenants called for skill, but with his
flexibility he coped with things in the best possible way. The
jobonly took up afewdays each month and the rest of his time
was free, something he was not used to. Perhaps the greatest
triumph he won in his new life was earning the confidence of
Uwayss, his wife’s uncle. Qaasim treated him from the outset
with respect and attention, and volunteered to help him with
some of hiswork, so that Uwayss grew to like him and returned
his friendship and respect. He could not help saying frankly
one day:

— Sometimes we get things quite wrong. You know, [ used
to think you were one of the Alley’s scoundrels, and that you
were taking advantage of my niece’s passion to get her money.
I thought you’d waste it on a life of pleasure or you’d use it to
marry another woman. But you’ve proved that you’re wise and
trustworthy and that she chose well.

In Freewheeler’s cafe Saadiq used to laugh merrily and say
to Qaasim:

— Order us a hookah on your account; that’s what impor-
tant men like you are meant to do.

And Hassan used to say:

— Why don’t you take us to a bar?

But he answered seriously:

— I have no money except what I earn by managing my
wife’s property, or by jobs I do for Uwayss.

Saadiq was amazed.

— A loving woman is a plaything in a man’s hand.

Qaasim retorted angrily:

— Unless the man is also loving. You’re just like everybody
else, Saadiq; you only see love as a means of exploitation.
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Saadiq smiled in embarrassment and said apologetically:

— That’s how weak men think. I'm not as strong as Hassan,
or even asstrong as you, so I've no hope of being a strongman;
and in our Alley it’s either hit or be hit.

Qaasim softened his tone, seeming to accept the excuse.

— What astrange place! You'reright, Saadiq; our Alley’sin
a sad state.

Hassan smiled.

— If only it was what people outside think it is!

Saadiq agreed with him:

— They say Gebelaawi Alley is the one with real strongmen.

Qaasim’s face filled with sadness. He stole a glance at
Omnibus’s place at the front of the cafe, to be sure he was out
of earshot, and said:

— It’s asif they’d never heard of our misery.

— People worship power, even its victims.

Qaasim thought for a while, then said:

— But remember there’s the power that does good, like
Gebel’s and Rifaa’s, not the power of thugs and crooks.

Taza, the bard, was reciting his tale:

Adham vyelled at him:

— Carry your brother.

Qadri groaned:

— I can't.

— You were able to kill him...

— I can’t, Father.

— Don’t call me ‘father’; a man who kills his brother hasno
father, no mother, no brothers.

— I can’t.

He tightened his grip on him and said:

— A murderer must carry his victim.

Then the bard took his rebec and began singing. At that
point Saadiq said to Qaasim:
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— Today you're living the life that Adham dreamed of.

Disagreement clouded Qaasim’s face.

— Butateverystep I meet some cause of grief and destroyer
of pleasure. Adham only dreamed of leisure and plenty as the
means to pure happiness.

They were all silent for a while, till Hassan said frankly:

— This pure happiness can’t ever exist.

Qaasim said, with a dreamy look in his eyes:

— Unless the things that lead to it are plentiful for every-
body.

He thought about his situation: how he was graced with
money and leisure but how the misery of others spoilt his
happiness. Yet here he was, meekly paying his protection
money to Omnibus. that was why he loved filling his leisure
time with work, as if to escape from himself or from this cruel
Alley. Perhaps Adham, ifhe had got whathe longed forinsuch
circumstances, would have been oppressed by his happiness
and would have longed to work.

At that time Qamar began to show strange cravings and
Sakeena said they were the first signs of pregnancy. Qamar
could hardly believe it. Her hope of a baby had been just a
dream, so she was beside herself with joy. Qaasim was de-
lighted and spread the news wherever he had friends —in his
uncle’shouseandinthetinner’sshop,in Uwayss’s groceryand
in Yahiaa’s hut. Qamar became excessively concerned about
herself. She said to Qaasim in a voice full of meaning:

— I must avoid any sort of upset.

His smile showed that he understood what she meant.

— Sakeena must take over the house foryou, and for meit’ll
have to be sweet patience.

She kissed him, and said with child-like happiness:

— I’m so grateful I could kiss the ground.

Heset off across the desert tovisit Yahiaa, but he stopped by
Hind’s Rock, went round to the shade and sat down. In the
distance he saw a shepherd grazing his flock. His heart filled

308



Qaasim

with sympathy and he wished he could say to him: ‘Being a
strongman isn’t enough to make a man happy; in fact, it
doesn’t make aman happy at all.” But wouldn’t it be better to
sayittothestrongmen like Guzzler and Omnibus? How he felt
for the people of the Alley; they dreamed of happiness, but
time scattered their dreams with the garbage. Why not enjoy
the happiness he had been granted and shut his eyes to what
surrounded him? Perhaps thisquestion had baffled Gebeland
later Rifaa. It was open to both of them to enjoy lifelong ease
and tranquillity. What is the secret of this pain that pursues us?

Thus he pondered as he gazed at the sky over the Jebel, a
pure blue sky apart from a few flecks of cloud like white rose
petals. He lowered his head wearily and his glance fell upon
something moving. Itwasascorpion hurrying towards a stone.
He lifted hisstick quickly, broughtitdown onthecreatureand
squashed it. He looked at it for a while in disgust, then stood
up and went on his way.

72*********************

Qaasim’s house welcomed a new life and the poor people of
the sector joined in the celebrations. The baby was called
Ihsaan after Qaasim’s mother whom he had never seen. With
her birth the house became used to tears and messes and
sleepless nights, but she also brought joy and satisfaction. But
whydidthe baby’sfather sometimesseem far away, staring into
space as i[ weighed down by cares? Qamar became deeply
uneasy, and asked him one time:

— Are you worried about your health?

— I'm fine.

— But you’re not your usual self.

He lowered his eyes.
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— God knows what's wrong with me.

She hesitated before asking:

— Is there something about me you don't like?

He denied it firmly.

— Nobody’s dearer to me than you; not even our little girl.

She sighed.

— Perhaps it’s the Evil Eye.

He smiled.

— Perhaps!

Sherecited a charm and burntincense for him and prayed
for him in her heart. One night she was wakened by Ihsaan
crying and did not find him beside her. Atfirstshe thought he
had not yet come back from the cafe, but when the baby
stopped crying, she noticed a deep silence such as normally
fell only some time after the cafes had closed. Doubts assailed
her, and she got up to look out of the window. She saw that
complete darkness covered the sleeping Alley. She went back
to the baby, who had started crying again, and fed her. She
wondered what could have kept him till this hour for the first
time in their life together. Ihsaan fell asleep and she left the
bed to go to the window again.

Nothearingasound, shewenttothe halland woke Sakeena.
The maid sat up drowsily then jumped up in alarm. Her
mistress told her why she had come and Sakeena decided at
once to go to Zakaria to enquire about her master. Qamar
asked herself what could have kept him at his uncle’s till such
an hour, and she knew at once that the answer left no hope.
Stillshe did notstop Sakeena from going, perhapsbecause she
hoped for something unexpected or because she wanted at
least to ask for his uncle’s help in her distress. When Sakeena
had gone, Qamar wondered again what had kept him; could
it have anything to do with the change that had come over
him? Might it be connected with his evening walks in the
desert?

Zakariaand Hassanwoke in alarm atSakeena’s calls. Hassan
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said Qaasim had not joined him that evening. Zakaria asked
when his nephew had left home, and Sakeena answered that
ithad been earlyin the afternoon. The three of them then set
out; Hassan went to the neighboring tenement-house and
came back with Saadiq, whosaid anxiously:

— It will soon be dawn. Where can he have gone?

Hassan said:

— Perhaps he fell asleep out at the Rock.

Zakaria told the maid to go back to her mistress and tell her
theywere setting out to look for him in the most likely places.
The three men made for the desert. They felt the dampness of
the autumn night and wound their turbansmore tightlyround
their heads. They walked along, guided by the crescent of the
waning moon, which had appeared in a star-studded patch of
sky revealed by a gap in the clouds. Hassan shouted in a
piercing voice: ‘Qaasim... Qaasim!’, and the cliffs of Muqattam
threw back the echo. They hurried on to Hind's Rock, round
which they walked searching the ground, but they found no
trace of him. Zakaria asked in a thick voice:

— Where can he have gone? Heisn'tarake, and he doesn’t
have any enemies.

Hassan murmured in despair:

— And there’s nothing else that would make him run away.

Saadiq remembered that there were bandits in the desert,
and his heart sank, but he said nothing. Zakaria asked without
conviction:

— Could he be with Mr Yahiaa?

The two young men both let out what sounded like a
desperate appeal:

— Mr Yahiaa!

But Zakaria mused unhappily:

— What could make him stay there?

They walked in silence to the edge of the desert, overcome
bydark thoughts. Far away theyheard a cock crow, but the sky
grew no lighter because of the thick cloud. Saadiq moaned:
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‘Where are you, Qaasim?’ The mission seemed hopeless, but
theywalked on tilltheystood in front of Yahiaa's hutwhich was
sunkinsleep. Zakariawent up and banged on the door with his
fist, till Yahiaa's voice was heard:

— Who's there?

The door opened and his figure appeared, leaning on his
stick. Zakaria apologized:

— Sorry to disturb you! We've come to ask about Qaasim.

Yahiaa said calmly:

— I've been expecting you.

Their spirits revived for the first time, but at once they
became anxious again. Zakaria asked:

— Do you have news of him?

— He’s inside, asleep.

— Is he all right?

— I hope so. (Then, trying to sound natural:) He’s all right
now. But some of my neighbors, coming back from Otouf,
found him at Hind’s Rock, unconscious. They carried him to
me and I splashed perfume on his face till he came round. But
he seemed exhausted and I left him to rest, and soon he was
fast asleep.

Zakaria said reproachfully:

— If only you’d sent word to us.

He said very gently:

— They came in the middle of the night; there was nobody
I could send.

Saadiq said anxiously:

— He must be ill.

The old man said:

— He’ll be better in the morning.

Hassan said:

— Let’s wake him, to be sure about him.

But Yahiaa was firm:

— We must wait till he wakes by himself.
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73*********************

He was sitting up in bed, his back propped against the
pillow, the blanket pulled right up over his chest, and his eyes
were thoughtful. Qamar sat at the foot of the bed, holding
Ihsaanin her arms. The baby was waving herarmsand making
strange little noises whose meaning nobody could tell. A fine
thread of smoke rose from the incense burning in the middle
of theroom, twirling and breaking and spreading, seeming to
divulge a fragrantsecret. Qaasim stretched his hand out to the
bedside table, took his cup of caraway infusion, sipped [rom it
slowly, and putit back, leaving only the dregs. His wife talked
to the babyand played with her. But the anxious looks she stole
at her husband showed that her attention to the babywas only
to hide her feelings. At last she asked him:

— How are you now?

He turned his head involuntarily towards the closed door,
then looked back at her and said quietly:

— What I have is not an illness.

She looked bewildered.

— I'm glad to hear it, but for God’s sake tell me what it is.

He seemed to hesitate for a while, then said:

—Idon’t know. No, that’s not what I should say. I know the
whole thing, but... The factis, I'm afraid the easy days are over.

Ihsaan suddenly began to cry. Qamar quickly gave her a
nipple, thenlooked at him, searching anxiously to knowmore.

— Why?

He sighed and pointed to his heart, saying:

— I have a big secret here, too big for me to bear alone.

She grew still more anxious and said:

— Tell me about it, Qaasim.

e sat back a little, his eyes serious and determined.

—TI'llrevealitfor thefirsttime; you're thefirstto hearit. But
you must believe me; I'm telling nothing but the truth. Yester-
day evening something amazing happened out there at the
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foot of Hind’s Rock when I was alone in the desert night.

He swallowed hard. She encouraged him with a warm look.
He went on:

— Iwassitting watching the crescent moonrise. Soon it was
hidden by cloud and it went so dark that I thought of getting
up when suddenly a voice spoke close to me: ‘Good evening,
Qaasim!’ | trembled at the shock. No noise or movement had
warned of it. I looked up and saw the shape of a man standing
a step away from where I sat. I couldn’t make out his face but
I could see his white turban and the cloak wrappedround him.
I hid myconfusionand said: ‘Good evening. Who areyou?’ He
answered, and what do you think he said?

Qamar nodded anxiously.

— Tell me; I can’t wait to hear.

— He said to me: ‘I am Qindeel.’ I was surprised and said:
‘I beg your pardon, I..." but he interrupted me: ‘I'm Qindeel,
servant of Gebelaawi.’

She exclaimed:

— What did he say?

— He said: ‘'I'm Qindeel, servant of Gebelaawi.’

She was so amazed that her nipple slipped from Ihsaan’s
mouth. The baby’s face puckered up ready to cry, but Qamar
gave her back the nipple. She grew pale.

— Qindeel, the Founder’s servant?! Nobody knows any-
thing about the Founder’s servants. The Trustee himself
prepares the things needed at the Great House, and then his
servants leave them to be collected from the garden by the one
of the Founder’s servants.

— Yes, this is all the Alley knows. But that’s what he said to
me.

— And you believed him?

— I'stood up at once, partly out of politeness and partly to
be ready to defend myself if need be. I asked him how I was to
know he was telling the truth. He said calmly: ‘Follow me if you
like, and watch me go back to the Great House.” My mind was
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set at rest and [ said to myself: ‘I'll believe him so that he’ll
explainwhat he’s doing.” I didn’t hide my delight at meeting
him and I asked him how our Ancestor is and what he does...

Qamar interrupted him in astonishment.

— All this passed between you?

— Yes! For God’s sake, listen! He told me our Ancestor is
well, but he said no more than that. Then I asked whether he
knows what goes on in the Alley. He answered that he does
knoweverything andisaware ofeveryevent,greatorsmall,and
that because of this he’d sent him to me.

— To you!

Qaasim frowned his annoyance.

— That's what he said. It was obvious that I wasastounded,
but hetook nonoticeand said: ‘Perhaps he choseyou because
of your wisdom on the day of the theft and your loyalty to your
family. He informs you that all the people of the Alley are
equally his children, that the Trust is equally their inheritance,
that strongmen are an evil to be got rid of and that the Alley
must become an extension of the Great House.’ Silence fell,
and I seemed to have lost the power of speech. Looking up at
his head I saw the clouds rollback to reveal the crescent moon
in a clear patch of sky. I asked him politely: ‘Why does he
inform me of this?’ ‘So thatyou yourself can bring it about.’

— You!

He continued in a trembling voice:

—That’s what he said. Iwas going to ask him to explain, but
he took leave of me and went off. I followed him and thought
I'saw him climbtothe top of the wall overlooking the desertup
a very long ladder, or something like that. I stood in amaze-
ment. Then I went back to where I had been, meaning to go
to Yahiaa’s, but I fainted and only came round in his hut.

There was silence in the room again, and Qamar did not
take her astonished eyes off his face. Ihsaan fell asleep as she
sucked, and herheadrested on her mother’s arm. Qamar laid
her gently on thebed, then looked again at her husband with
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anxious eyes and a pale face. From the Alley came the harsh
voice of Omnibus insulting someone, whose cries and groans
announced the blows that fell on him. Then Omnibus’s voice
was heard again as he went off uttering warnings and threats.
Hisvictimshouted in avoice ofanger and despair: ‘Gebelaawi!’

Qaasim was upset by the way his wife looked at him, and
wondered: ‘What can she thinkof me?’ And shesaidto herself:
‘He’s a truthful man who’s never lied to me; and why should
he make up such a story? He’s honest and didn’t want my
money, though it would have beensafetogetit;whyshould he
want the Trust’smoney, whichisso dangeroustoget? Iwonder
whether the easy days are really over?’ She asked:

— Am [ the first person you've told your secret to?

He nodded. She went on:

— Qaasim, our livesare one, and I care for you more than
for myself. This secret of yours is dangerous, and its conse-
quences can’t be hidden from you. But try hard to remember;
did it really happen or was it a dream?

He said with conviction and some indignation:

— Itreally happened. Itwas no dream.

— They found you unconscious?

— That was after the meeting.

— Perhaps you’ve mixed things up.

He groaned, suffering torment.

— I've mixed nothing up. The meeting was as plain as day.

She hesitated a little, then asked:

— Howdoweknowhe’sreallythe Founder’sservantand his
messenger toyou? Whynot just someone high ondope like so
many men in our Alley?

He said stubbornly:

— I saw him climb over the wall of the Great House.

She sighed.

—Thereisn’taladderin the Alley thatwould reach half-way
up the wall.

— But I sawit.
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She was caught like a mouse in a trap but refused to give in.
She asked:

— Had you taken hashish?

He frowned sadly.

— You don’t believe me, Qamar, and I can’t force you to
believe me.

She was upset.

— It’s just thatI'm afraid foryou; you knowwhatImean. I’'m
afraid for you and our home, for our daughter and our
happiness.  am wondering why he’s fixed on you, and why he
can't carry out his wishes himself when he’s the master of the
Trust and the lord over all.

He in his turn asked:

— And why did he go to Gebel and Rifaa?

Her eyes widened, and the corners of her mouth tightened,
like those of a child about to cry. She lowered her eyes in
dismay. He said:

— You don’t believe me, and I can’tforceyou to believe me.

She burst into tears and abandoned herself to them as if to
escape from her thoughts. Qaasim leaned over, took her hand
and drew her towards him. He asked gently:

— Why are you crying?

She looked at him through her tears, and her words were
interrupted by sobs:

— Because I believe you. Yes, I believe you. I'm afraid the
easy days are over. (Then, in a low, anxious voice:) What are
you going to do?

74*********************

The atmosphere in the drawing room was tense and anx-
ious. Zakaria frowned, deep in thought. Uwayss kept fiddling
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with his moustache. Hassan seemed to be talking to himself.
Saadiq could not take his eyes off the face of hisfriend Qaasim.
Qamar was in the corner of the room praying to God to guide
them all on the right path. The coffee cups were empty, and
two flies buzzed round them. Qamar called Sakeena, who
came, picked up the tray and left, closing the door again
behind her. Uwayss puffed and said:

— What a nerve-racking secret!

A dog squealed in the Alley, as though hit by a stone or stick.
A date-seller cried his wares in a loud, sing-song voice. An old
woman cried out wretchedly: ‘Oh God, deliver us from this
life!” Zakaria turned to Uwayss and said:

— Mr Uwayss, you’re the mostimportant of us. Tell us what
you think.

Uwayss looked from Zakaria to Qaasim and said:

— I tell you honestly, Qaasim’s a real man — and what a
man! But his story’s made my head spin.

Saadiq had been bursting to speak for some time:

— He tells the truth. I challenge anybody to think of a lie
he’s told. He’s to be trusted; I swear it to you by my mother’s
grave.

Hassan said enthusiastically:

— That goes for me too. He’ll always find me by his side.

Qaasim smiled for the first time, gratefully, studying his well
built cousin with admiration. But Zakaria gave hisson a critical
look, and said:

— This business is no game. Think of our lives and our
safety.

Uwayss nodded his agreement.

— You're right. Nobody’s ever heard anything like what
we’ve heard today.

Qaasim said:

— Theydid. Theyheardas much and morefrom Gebeland
Rifaa.

Uwayss was shocked and stared at him disapprovingly.
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— Do you think you're like Gebel and Rifaa?

Qaasim looked down unhappily and Qamar gazed at him
anxiously. She said:

— Uncle! Who knows how these things happen?

Uwayss fiddled with his moustache again. Zakaria said:

— What’s thegood of histhinkinghe’slike Gebeland Rifaa?
Rifaa died the worst of deaths, and Gebel would have been
killed if his people hadn’t united behind him. And who doyou
have, Qaasim? Have you forgotten that our sector is called the
Desert Rats’ and that most of its people are beggars or pau-
pers?

Saadiq said forcefully:

— Don’t forget that Gebelaawi has chosen him in prefer-
ence to all others, including the strongmen. I don’t suppose
he’ll abandon him when things get difficult.

Zakaria said angrily:

— That’s what they said about Rifaa, and Rifaa was killed a
few yards from Gebelaawi’s house.

Qamar warned them:

— Don’t talk too loud!

Uwayss stole a glance at Qaasim, thinking: ‘How amazing,
this shepherd that my niece has madeinto alord! Iadmit he’s
truthful and trustworthy, but is that enough to make a Gebel
or a Rifaa of him? Do great men come so easily? And what
would happen if his dreams came true?’ Out loud he said:

— It’s plain that Qaasim won'’t listen to our warnings. I
wonder what he wants. Is he worried that our sector alone
remains without a share of the Trust? Qaasim, do youwant to
be the strongman and trustee of our sector?

Qaasim looked annoyed.

— He didn’t tell me that. He just said all the people of the
Alley are equally his children, that the Trust is equally their
inheritance, and that strongmen are an evil.

Saadiq’s eyes shone, as did Hassan’s. Uwayss was taken
aback, but Zakaria said:
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— Do you know what that means?

Uwayss said furiously:

— Tell him!

— You're challenging the Trustee’s power and the cudgels
of Guzzler, Bruiser, Pilgrim Grim and Omnibus.

Qamar went pale. Qaasim said quietly:

— That’s right.

Uwayss laughed, to the annoyance of Qaasim, Saadiq and
Hassan. Zakaria took no notice but continued:

— It’ll be the death of us all. We’ll be trodden on like ants.
Nobody will believe you. They didn’t believe the man who met
the Founder, nor the man who heard his voice and talked to
him; how can they believe a man he’s sent one of his servants
to?

Uwayss said in a new tone:

— Never mindwhatthestoriessay. Nobody sawthe meeting
of Gebelaawi and Gebel, nor Gebelaawi and Rifaa. Those
accounts are handed down, but there were no witnesses. And
yettheybroughtbenefitstothe people concerned, and Gebel’s
sector became respectable, and so did Rifaa’s. Our sector has
a right to the same thing, and why not? We're all descended
from that man who is hidden away in his Great House. But we
must handle the thing sensibly and carefully. Think of your
own sector, Qaasim; stop this talk of children and equalityand
what’s right and what’s wrong. It’ll be easy toget Omnibus on
our side as he’s your relative. We could make an agreement
with him to let us have a share of the revenue.

Qaasim scowled.

— Mr Uwayss, you're in a different world from us. I don’t
want any bargain or any share of therevenue. I've set my heart
on carrying out our Ancestor’s wishes as I was told them.

Zakaria groaned:

— Oh my God!

Qaasim went on frowning. He thought of his times of
sadness and solitude, and of his conversations with his teacher
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Yahiaa. He thought of how relief had come to him through a
servant he had never met before, and of how new concerns
were appearing on the horizon. He thought of how Zakaria
was interested only in safety and Uwayss in the revenue. Life
would be good only when the horizon was faced, with all its
concerns. He sighed and said:

— Uncle, I had to begin by consulting you all, but I'm not
going to ask anything of you.

Saadiq clasped him by the hand.

— I’'m with you.

Hassan clenched his fist.

— I’m with you too, in good times and bad.

Zakaria spoke sadly:

— Don’t be deceived by the words of these young men.
Whenthe cudgelsarelifted the bolt-holes will be full of people
like them. And for whosesakeareyouriskingdeath? Thereare
only animals and vermin in our Alley. You have the means to
live in ease and luxury; be sensible and enjoy life.

Qaasim wondered what the man was saying; it was as if he
were listening to some of his own thoughts: ‘Your daughter,
your wife, your home, yourself! But you've been chosen, as
Gebel and Rifaa were; let your answer be like theirs.” He said:

— I thought for a long time, Uncle; then I chose my path.

Uwayss struck his hands together in dismay and exclaimed:

— God Almighty! The strong will kill you and the weak will
mock you.

Qamar looked in dismay from her own uncle to her
husband’s, upset by Qaasim’s disappointment, and at the
same time afraid of the consequences if he persisted in his
views. She said to Uwayss:

— Uncle, you're the most important man round here; you
could use your influence to help him.

Uwayss was exasperated.

— What do you want, Qamar? You have your money and
your daughter and your husband; whyshouldyoucarewhether
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the Trust is shared out to everybody or kept by the strongmen?
Wereckon thata manwho aims to beastrongmanis mad; what
doyou think of somebodywho aims to be trustee of the whole
Alley?

Qaasim was deeply hurt. He jumped up and said:

— I'am not aiming at any such thing; I only want the good
that our Ancestor wants.

Uwayss tried to appease him with a forced smile.

— Where is this Ancestor? Let him come out, even if his
servants have to carry him, and let him put into effect the
Clauses of his Trust Deed as he wishes. Do you think anybody
in the Alley, however powerful, could look the Founder in the
eye if he spoke, or could raise a finger against him?

Zakaria added to this:

— And if the strongmen attack us, will he move an inch to
help us, or even care what happens to us?

Qaasim said miserably:

— I haven’t insisted on anybody believing me or backing
me.

Zakaria went over to him and put his hand affectionately on
his shoulder.

— Qaasim, you’ve been touched by the Evil Eye. I know
these things. People have talked so much aboutyoursense and
yourgood luck that the EvilEyehasgotyou. PraytoGodto save
you from Satan. Realize that today you are one of the big men
in our sector; if youwant, you can go into business with some
of your wife’s moneyand enjoygreatwealth. Giveup yourideas
and be content with the goods and pleasures God has given
you.

Qaasim bowed his head in sorrow, then looked up at his
uncle and said with amazing conviction:

— Iwouldn’tgive up myideas evenif Iwas putinsole charge
of the whole Trust.

322



Qaasim

75*********************

‘What are you going to do? How long are you going to think
and wait? And what are you waiting for? As long as your
relatives don’t believe you, who ever will believe you? What'’s
the use of being sad? What’s the point of sitting alone at the
foot of Hind’s Rock? The stars don’t answer, nor the darkness,
nor the moon. Itseemsyou hope to meet the servant again; but
what do you expect from him that’s new? You wander in the
dark around the spot where it is said that your Ancestor met
Gebel. You stand for hours beneath the great wall in the place
where he is said to have spoken to Rifaa. But you have neither
seen him nor heard his voice, nor has his servant returned.
Whatareyougoingto do? That questionwill pursueyou, asthe
desertsun pursues the shepherd. Allthe time it willrobyouof
your peace of mind, of the pleasure of good things. Gebel was
alone, like you, and yet he triumphed; and Rifaa knew his path
and followed ittillhe was killed, and then he triumphed. What
are you going to do?’

Qamar said to him reproachfully:

— You neglect your lovely baby badly. She cries and you
don’t comfort her; she plays and you don’t play with her.

He smiled at the little face, and it consoled him for his
raging thoughts. He murmured:

— How sweet she is!

— Even when you’re sitting with us, you’re far away, asifwe
no longer belonged to your world.

He moved closer to her on the sofa and kissed her cheek,
then covered the baby’s face with kisses. He said:

— Don’tyou see that I need your sympathy?

— You have my whole heart, with all the sympathy and love
it contains. But you must be merciful to yourself.

She handed him the little girland he hugged her and began
rocking her and listening to her crooning. Suddenly he said:
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— If God grants me victory, I shan’t bar women from
sharing the Trust’s income.

— But the Trust is just for men, not women.

He gazed into the baby’s dark eyes.

— Our Ancestor told me through his servant that the Trust
belongs to everybody. Halfthe people are women;it’samazing
that the Alley doesn’t honor them; but it shall honor them on
the day that it honors the ideas of justice and mercy.

Qamar'’s eyes showed both love and anxiety, and she said to
hersell: ‘He talks of victory; but where is this victory!” She
longed to advise him to do what was safe and secure, but her
courage failed her. She wondered what tomorrow held in store
for them. Would she have the good fortune of Shafeeqa,
Gebel’s wife, or would she suffer the fate of Abda, Rifaa’s
mother? She trembled, and looked away so that he would not
see anything in her eyes to alarm him.

When Saadiq and Hassan came to take him to the cafe, he
proposed that they visit Yahiaa, so that he could present them
to him properly. When they reached his hut they found him
smoking his hookah, and therich fragrance of hashish filled
the air. They all satdownin the hallway of the hut, with the full
moon shining down auspiciously through a skylight. Yahiaa
looked in amazement at the three faces as if wondering, were
thesereally the people whowere going to turn the Alley upside
down? He told Qaasim, as he had already done several times
before:

— Mind nobody knows your secret before you’re ready.

The delicious hookah went round. The moonshine from
the skylight fell on Qaasim’s head and touched Saadiq’s
shoulder, while the charcoals in the brazier glowed in the
darkness. Qaasim asked:

— How can I prepare?

The old man laughed and said playfully:

— It’s not right for somebody chosen by Gebelaawi to ask
advice from an old man like me.
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Silence fell, broken only by the gurgle of the hookah. Then
Yahiaa said:

— You have your uncle and your wife’s uncle. Nowyour own
uncle will be neither a help nor a hindrance, but you could
bring the other one over to your side if you gave him some-
thing to hope for.

— What hope can I give him?

— Promise him the trusteeship of the Desert Rats.

Saadiq said candidly:

— Nobody is to have any special share of the Trust’s
revenue; it's everybody’s inheritance equally, as Gebelaawi
said.

Yahiaa laughed.

— What an amazing ancestor! With Gebel it was strength,
with Rifaa mercy, and today it’s something else.

Qaasim said:

— He’s the master of the Trust; he has a right to make
changes in the Ten Clauses.

— But you have a hard task, my son; it involves the whole
Alley, not just one sector.

— That’s how the Founder wants it.

Yahiaa wasshakenbya (it of coughing thatwinded him, and
Hassan took over the tending of the hookah from him. Yahiaa
stretched out his legs, wheezing loudly, then asked:

— Willyou rely on force, like Gebel, or willyou choose love,
like Rifaa?

Qaasim ran his hand over his turban.

— Force when necessary and love always.

Yahiaa nodded and smiled.

— Your only faultis your interest in the Trust; it will lead to
endless troubles for you.

— How can people live without the Trust?

The old man said proudly:

— As Rifaa lived.

Qaasim said earnestly and politely:
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— He lived with the help of his father and those who loved
him, and he left behind followers who were none of them able
to follow his example. The fact is that our miserable Alley
needs purity and honor.

— Can that only come with the Trust?

— Ohvyes, Yahiaa, with the Trust and the end of strongmen.
Then we’ll achieve the honor that Gebel gave to his people,
and the love that Rifaa called for, as well as the happiness that
Adham dreamed of.

Yahiaa laughed.

— What have you left for those who come after you?

Qaasim thought for a while, then said:

— If God gives me victory, the Alley won’t need anybody
after me.

The angelic hookah went round, and the water sang in its
bulb. Yahiaa yawned contentedly and said:

— What will be left for any ofyouwhen the revenue of the
Trust has been shared out equally?

Saadiq said:

— Weonlywant the Trust in ordertouseit, so that the Alley
will become an extension of the Great House.

— So what action have you prepared?

A passing cloud hid the moon, and the hallwaywas plunged
in darkness, but in a minute the light returned. Yahiaa looked
at Hassan’s sturdy body and asked:

— Will your cousin be able to defeat the strongmen?

Qaasim said:

— I’m seriously thinking of consulting a lawyer.

Yahiaa raised his voice:

— What lawyer could challenge Rifaat the Trustee and his
strongmen?

The oblivion of hashish combined with the silence of
reflection. The three friends went home somewhat downcast.

Qaasim suffered bitter torment in his times of solitude.
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Anxiety and grief so afllicted him that Qamar one day said:

— We mustn’t be so concerned for other people’s happi-
ness that we make ourselves miserable.

— I must justify the faith that has been put in me.

‘What are you going to do? Why don’t you draw back from
the brink of the abyss — this abyss of despair and silence and
inaction — this ashen graveyard of dreams?’

One day he invited Saadiq and Hassan round and said to
them:

— It’s time for us to begin.

Their faces shone. Hassan said:

— What do you have in mind?

— After much thought I've decided to start a sports club.

They were tongue-tied. He smiled and went on:

— We shall have it in the courtyard of this house. Sport is
something that goes on in all the sectors.

Hassan asked:

— And what does it have to do with our task?

Saadiq too was puzzled.

—A club for things like weight-lifting! What does that have
to do with the Trust?

Qaasim’s eyes shone.

— The young men will come to us because they love games
ofstrength,and we’llbe able to choose the oneswhoaresound
and suitable.

Their eyes opened wide. Hassan exclaimed:

— We'll be a team, and what a teamn!

— Yes; and young men from Gebel and Rifaa’s sectors will
come to us.

Joy permeated them, and Qaasim seemed to dance along.
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76*********************

Qaasim sat by the window, watching the festivities — and
howwell our Alley celebrates festivals! The water-carriers had
sprinkled the ground from their water-skins, and the necks
and tails of the donkeys had been decorated with paper
flowers. The whole place shone with the brilliant colors of
children’s new clothes and dancing balloons. Little flags
fluttered on the barrows. Shouts and cries and cheers mingled
with the music of bamboo flutes. Pony traps swayed along,
carrying men and women dancers. The shops were shut, and
the cafes and bars and hashish dens were packed. Everywhere
people were smiling and exchanging festive greetings.

Qaasim sat wearing a new jellaba and holding Ihsaan, who
stood on hislap. She explored his featureswith her little hands
and dug her nails into his cheeks. A voice sang under the
window:

When love did snare me, "twas through these eyes-oh.

He at once remembered the happiness of his wedding and
his heart melted. He loved music and song. How Adham had
longed to sing in the luxuriant garden! And now whatwas the
man singing on this festival? ‘When love did snare me, "twas
through these eyes...” How true that was; since he had looked
up at Qindeelinthe darkness, he had beenrobbed of his heart
and mind and will. And now the courtyard of his house had
been turned into a club for building bodies and purifying
minds, and he too was lifting weights and learning to fence
with sticks. Saadiq added strong arm muscles to the strong leg
muscles he had developed atthe tinner’s. Asfor Hassan, he was
justagiant. The others too were very keen. Saadiq one day had
the excellentidea of inviting the beggars and the jobless to the
club. In no time they were taking a greatinterest in his sports
and also in what he had to say. Of course, few of them came,
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but because of their zeal they were a match for many times
their number.

Ihsaan squeaked ‘Da! Da!’ and he kissed her several times.
She wet the corner of his new jellaba. From the kitchen he
could hear the pounding of mortar and pestle, the voices of
Qamar and Sakeena, and the miaowing of the cat. A pony trap
passed under the window and the people in it were singing:

Pray for the soldier who took off his fez!
Now he’s a holy man, everyone says.

Qaasim smiled, remembering the night that Yahiaa had
sung this song, completely stoned. ‘If only things were put
straight, you would have nothing to do but sing, dear Alley.
Tomorrow the club will be full of strong, reliable helpers.
Tomorrow I shall challenge the Trustee and the strongmen
and all our troubles, so that there will remain only a merciful
ancestorand his loyal descendants. Poverty, filth, begging and
tyrannywillbe wiped out. Thevermin, the flies, the cudgels will
disappear. All will be peaceful in the shade of luxuriant
gardens.’

He waswakened from his dreams by Qamar’svoice furiously
scolding Sakeena. He listened in astonishment, then called his
wife. She burst in, pushing the maid in front of her and saying:

— Look at this woman! She was born in this house, like her
mother before her, and yet she spies on us!

He looked disapprovingly at Sakeena. She shouted in her
husky voice:

— I'm not a traitor, master, but my mistress is unkind.

Qamar spoke, unable to hide her fear:

— I'saw her smiling, and she said to me: ‘The next time the
feast comes, please God, Mr Qaasim will be master of the whole
Alley, as Gebel was of Hamdaan's sector.” Ask her what she
means.

Qaasim frowned anxiously and asked her:
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— What do you mean, Sakeena?

— I mean what I'say. I'm not an ordinary maid, here today
and gone tomorrow. I've grown up in this house; itwasn’tright
to hide a secret from me.

Qaasim exchanged a quick glancewith hiswife and pointed
at the child. She came and took her from him. He told the
maid to sit down, and she sat at his feet, saying:

— Was it right for people outside to know your secret when
I knew nothing?

— What secret do you mean?

The maid said boldly:

— What Qindeel said to you at Hind’s Rock... (Qamar
gasped, but Qaasim nodded to Sakeena to go on.) just as he
spoke to Gebel and Rifaa before. You're not a lesser man than
them, master, you're a lord — you were even when you were
a shepherd. I was the go-between who brought you two to-
gether, youremember; I oughtto have known before anybody
else. How canyou trust strangers and not trust your maid? God
forgive you both! But I pray for yourvictory, yes, I pray for your
victory over the Trustee and the strongmen — who wouldn’t
pray for that?

Qamar exclaimed, rocking the baby nervously:

— Itwasn’tright for you to spy on us. You won’t live it down.

Sakeena spoke with righteous indignation:

— I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, God knows, but I heard
something through the door and couldn’t help listening. It
would have been more than anybody could do to close my ears
to that. What breaks my heart, mistress, is that you don’t trust
me. I’'m not atraitor,and you're the last person I would betray.
For whose sake would I betray you? God forgive you, mistress!

Qaasim weighed her up carefully with his eyes and with his
heart. When she had finished, he said gently:

— You're loyal, Sakeena; there’s no doubt about that.

She looked up at him and murmured:

— Long may you live, master! I am that, by God.

330



Qaasim

He said quietly:

— I'’know who’s loyal. Treachery isn’t going to grow in my
house as it did in that of my brother Rifaa. Qamar, this
woman’s as loyal as you are; don’t think badly of her. She
belongs to us as we belong to her, and I'll never forget that she
was the messenger of happiness to me.

Qamar sounded somewhat appeased.

— But she eavesdropped.

Qaasim smiled.

— She didn’t exactly eavesdrop; the voice reached her by
the will of God, just asRifaa heard our Ancestor’s voice without
making any effort to do so. You’ve been blessed, Sakeena.

The maid seized his hand and covered it with kisses.

— My soul is your ransom, master. By God, you’ll triumph
over your enemies and our enemies and rule over the whole
Alley.

— Ruling isn’t what we want, Sakeena.

She stretched out her arms in prayer.

— Oh, God, grant his wishes!

— Amen!

He looked at her and smiled.

— You shall be my messenger when I need one, and in that
way you'll take part in our work.

Her face shone with joy, and her eyes were full of pride. He
added:

— Iffate allows the Trust to be shared out as we wish, it shall
not be refused to any woman, whether lady or maid.

Sakeena was tongue-tied. He went on:

— The Founder said the Trust is for everybody, and you,
Sakeena, are the Founder's daughter just as much as Qamar.

Her face was full of joy and she gazed up gratefully at her
master. From the Alley came the notes of a bamboo flute.
Someone shouted: ‘Guzzler... a thousand greetings!’” Qaasim
turned towards the road and saw the strongmen going down
it in procession on decked-out horses, and the people greeing
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them with cheers and gifts. Then they went off into the desert
for the usual festival racing and stick-fencing.

No sooner had their procession gone than ‘Bullrush’ ap-
peared outside, staggering along drunk. Qaasim smiled to see
the youth, whom he counted one of the most honest young
men in the club. He watched him come to the middle of the
Desert Rats’ sector, where he stood and shouted:

— I'm a fine fellow.

Asneeringvoice called from the nearest tenement-house in
Rifaa’s sector:

— You handsome desert rat!

Bullrush raised two bloodshot eyes towards the window and
yelled drunkenly:

— It’s our turn, you bastards!

A crowd of urchins and drunks and men high on hashish
gathered round him amid a great noise of singing and howling
and drums and pipes. Someone shouted:

— Listen... It’s the Desert Rats’ turn... Don’t you want to
listen?

Bullrush yelled, reeling about:

— One Ancestor for everybody... One Trust for everybody...
Goodbye strongmen!

Then he disappeared in the crowd. In a moment Qaasim
was on his feet. He grabbed his cloak and rushed out of the
room, saying:

— Damn alcohol and drunkenness!

77*********************

— Don’t go amongst people drunk.
Qaasim spoke with a frown. He was sitting at the foot of
Hind’s Rock looking round the faces of his close friends from
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the club: Saadiq, Hassan and Shaabaan, Bullrush, Hamroosh
and ‘Wagtail’. Behind them towered the Jebel, over which
night was falling. The desert was empty, but for a shepherd
leaning on his staff, far away to the south. Bullrush was
downcast.

— I 'wish I'd died before that happened.

Qaasim spoke with resignation:

— There are mistakes it’s no use being sorry for. I think the
importantthing nowis to know theeffectof yourraving on our
enemies.

Saadiq said:

— It’s certainly been widely heard.

Hassan said gloomily:

— I found that myself in Gebel’s cafe, where a friend had
invited me. I heard a man telling the story about Bullrush in a
loud voice. It’s true he was laughing scornfully as he told it, but
I shan’t be surprised if the story rouses some people’s suspi-
cions, and I'm afraid it will go from mouth to mouth till one
of the strongmen hears it.

Bullrush sighed.

— Don’t exaggerate, Hassan!

Saadiq said:

— Better exaggerate than underrate! Otherwise we’ll be
caught off guard.

Bullrush exclaimed:

— We've sworn not to fear death.

Saadiq said angrily:

— Just as we’ve sworn to keep the secret.

Qaasim said:

— If we die now, all hope will be lost.

The silence and the darkness deepened. Qaasim spoke
again:

— We must get organized.

Hassan said:

— In our plans we must assume the very worst.
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Qaasim said sadly:

— That means a fight.

They exchanged glances in the dark. Above them the stars
cameoutonebyone,andabreeze blew, carryingsinister traces
of the day’s heat. Hamroosh said:

— We'll fight to the death.

Qaasim was annoyed.

— Then things would stay as they are.

Saadiq added:

— They’d finish us off so quickly.

Wagtail suggested to Qaasim:

— Luckily there are family links between you and Omnibus,
and also between your wife and the Trustee's. Besides, Guzzler
was one of your father’s friends in his youth.

Qaasim spoke listlessly:

— That might perhaps put off the end, but it couldn’t stop
it from coming.

Saadiq asked hopefully:

— Doyou remember you once thought of taking the matter
to a lawyer?

— And we were told no lawyer would dare challenge the
Trustee and the strongmen.

Trying to make up for his misbehavior, Bullrush said:

— There’s a lawyer at Beit el Qadi known for his boldness.

But Saadiq backed down.

— What I'm most afraid of is declaring hostilities by bring-
ing the case. It’s too soon to be afraid of the consequences of
Bullrush’s words.

Bullrush said:

— Let’s ask the lawyer’s opinion, and agree with him notto
bring the case till we're forced to; then we can find somebody
to sponsor it for us, even if it’s somebody from outside the
Alley.

Qaasim and the others agreed to take this precaution. They
got up straight away and went to the chambers of Shanafeeri,

334



Qaasim

the religious-court lawyer at Beit el Qadi. The learned man
met them, and Qaasim explained their problem and told him
that they meant toputoffbringing the case till a later date, but
that they wanted him to study the question and prepare the
necessary measures. Contrary to what most of them expected,
the lawyer accepted the case and took part of his fee in
advance, and they went off delighted. They split up, and
Qaasim went to Yahiaa’s while his friends went back to the
Alley. Qaasim and Yahiaa sat together in the doorway of the
hut, smoking and exchanging views. The old man seemed sad
at what had happened and told Qaasim to be on his guard.

After that Qaasimwenthome, and when Qamar opened the
door to him the look in her face alarmed him. He asked what
was wrong and she said:

— His Honor the Trustee has sent for you.

Qaasim’s heart pounded.

— When?

— The last time was ten minutes ago.

— The last time?!

— He’s sent for you three times in an hour.

Her eyes were full of tears. He said:

— This is not what I expect from you.

She wailed:

— Don'’t go!

He turned calmly to go.

— It’s safer to go than to stay away. Don’t forget that those
brigands won'’t attack anybody in their own houses.

Inside the house Ihsaan cried and Sakeena hurried to her.
Qamar said:

— Put off going till I've seen Lady Ameena.

He said with determination:

— That wouldn’t be worthy of us. I'll go at once. There’s
nothing to be afraid of; none of them knows anything about
me.

She clung to him.
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— It’s you he sent for, not Bullrush; I'm afraid one of them
has given you away.

He broke away from her gently.

— I'told you from the beginning the easydays are over. We
all know we must face trouble sooner or later. Don’t be so
upset. Take care till I get back.

78*********************

The gatekeeperreturned from Trustee’s House and invited
Qaasim in with casual distaste. He led the way, and Qaasim
followed, exerting himself to the utmost to control his feel-
ings. The pure scents of the garden wafted round him but he
walked on unheeding till he found himself at the entrance to
the drawing room. The gatekeeper stood to one side, and in
went Qaasim, feeling a degree of determination he had not
known in himself before. He looked ahead and at the far end
of theroom he saw the Trustee, seated on a divan. There were
also two figures on chairs to his right and left, but Qaasim
could not clearly distinguish them nor did he feel any need to
pay attention to them. He went up and stood a few feet from
the Trustee’s seat, raised hishandingreeting and said politely:

— Good evening, your Honor!

He glanced at the man sitting on the right, and there was
Guzzler. Looking at the other man, he could not help staring;
the shock nearly shattered him. Itwas none other than Sheikh
Shanafeeri, the lawyer. Qaasim realized the gravity of the
situation; his secret was out, the despicable lawyer had be-
trayed his trust and he was trapped. Despair conflicted with
fury and resentment in his heart. He knew that cunning and
trickery could not save him, so he decided on frank defiance.
It was impossible to retreat, so he had to advance or at least
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stand firm. Looking back later he was to see this resolution of
his as marking the birth of a new personality in him, whose
existence he had never imagined.

He was snatched from his whirlpool of thought by the
Trustee’s harsh voice asking:

— You are Qaasim?

Qaasim’s voice was natural.

— Yes, sir!

The Trustee went on without inviting him to sit down.

— Are you surprised to see this gentleman?

He answered in the same tone:

— Not at all, sir!

The Trustee asked contemptuously:

— You are the shepherd?

— I stopped being a shepherd more than two years ago.

— What do you do now?

— I manage my wife's property.

The Trustee nodded scornfully and motioned to the lawyer
to speak. The sheikh addressed Qaasim:

— Perhapsyou are surprised at my position, seeing thatI’'m
your lawyer, but his Honor the Trustee is above all such
considerations. Myaction givesyou the chance to retract; that
will be better than getting embroiled in hostilities that would
lead to your destruction. His Honor has given me leave to tell
you that I have interceded with him to grant you a pardon if
you announce your retraction. I hope you'll appreciate my
good intentions. Here is your advance payment, which I'm
returning to you.

Qaasim eyed him coldly.

— Why didn’t you tell me the truth when I was in your
chambers?

The lawyer was taken aback by his boldness, but the Trustee
came to his rescue.

— You are here to answer questions, not to ask them.

The lawyer stood up, excused himself and sidled out,
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adjusting his gown to hide his embarrassment. Then the
Trustee examined Qaasim with hard eyes and almost spat out
the words:

— How did you persuade yourself to bring a case against
me?

Hewastrapped;ifhe did not fight he would be finished, but
he did not know how to answer. The Trustee said:

— Speak up; tell me what’s got into you. Are you mad?

Qaasim said quietly:

— I'm sane, thank God!

— That’s by no means certain. What set you off on your
hateful action against me? You haven’t been poor since that
crazywoman tookyou for a husband. What did you hope toget
from your action?

Qaasim sighed as if to prevent himself from getting angry.

— I don’t want anything for myself.

The Trustee looked at Guzzler, seeming to need awitness to
such strange words, then back at Qaasim, and shouted:

— Then why have you done what you have?

— I only wanted justice.

The Trustee’s eyes narrowed hatefully.

— Do you fancy your wife’s connection with her ladyship
can protect you?

Qaasim looked down.

— Oh no, sir!

— Are you a strongman capable of taking on all the
strongmen in the Alley?

— Not at all, sir.

The Trustee screamed:

— Admit you're mad and save me trouble!

— I'm sane, thank God!

— Why did you start an action against me?

— I'wanted justice.

— Who for?

He thought hard as he said:
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— For everybody.

The Trustee peered at him incredulously and said:

— What's that to do with you?

Qaasim replied as if drunk with courage:

— In that way the Founder's Clauses will be fulfilled.

The Trustee screamed:

— You desert rat! You talk of the Founder’s Clauses?

Qaasim said calmly:

— He’s our Ancestor — all of ours.

The Trustee leapt up in afury and struck Qaasim in the face
with his horsehair fly-whisk, using all his force. He yelled:

— ‘Our Ancestor’! None of you even knows who his father
was; yct you have the cheek to say ‘our Ancestor’. Thieves!
Desert rats! Scum! You only persist because you think this
household will protect you and your wife, but a dog loses its
protection when it bites the hand that feeds it.

Guzzler stood up to calm the Trustee’srage. He said:

— Sit down and take it easy! It’s notright for you tobe upset
by a fly.

Rifaat sat down, his lips trembling. He shouted:

— Even the Desert Rats covet the Trustand saywithout any
shame, ‘our Ancestor’.

Guzzler sat down again, saying:

— It’s plain that what people say about the Desert Rats is
true. Unfortunately our Alley is racing towards destruction.
(Then, turning to Qaasim:) Your father was one of my child-
hood friends; don’t force me to kill you.

The Trustee bellowed:

— His action deserves worse than death. If it wasn’t for her
ladyship, he'd die right now.

Guzzler went on with the interrogation.

— Listen to me, young man; who’s behind you?

Qaasim said, still feeling the sting of the fly-whisk:

— Who do you mean, sir?

— Who persuaded you to bring the case?

339



Children of Gebelaawi

— Only myself.

— You were a shepherd and then fortune smiled on you;
what more do you want?

— Justice, sir, justice.

The Trustee ground his teeth and shouted:

—Justice? Dogs!Vermin! That’syour password whenyou're
bent onstealing and looting. (Then, to Guzzler:) Force him to
confess!

Guzzler spoke in a voice full of menace:

— Tell me who's behind you.

With mysterious defiance, Qaasim said:

— Our Ancestor.

— Our Ancestor?!

— Yes! Look at the Clauses governing his Trust; you will
realize that he’s the one who made me act.

Rifaat leapt up again, yelling:

— Get him out of my sight! Throw him out!

Guzzler stood up, seized Qaasim by the arm and marched
him to the door. Qaasim bore his iron grip bravely. Then
Guzzler hissed in his ear:

— For your own sake, be sensible! Don’tforce me to drink
your blood.
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Qaasim went home to be met by Zakaria, Uwayss, Hassan,
Saadiq, Bullrush, Shaabaan, Wagtail and Hamroosh. They
looked up at him, anxious and silent. When he had sat down
beside his wife, Uwayss said:

— Didn’t I warn you?

Qamar reproached him:

— Wait, Uncle; let him rest a bit!
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But he bellowed:

— The worst troubles are those a man brings on himself.

Zakaria studied Qaasim’s face, then said:

— They insulted you, my boy; I know you as well as I know
myself. You could have done without that.

Uwayss said:

— But for Lady Ameena you wouldn’t have come back in
one piece.

Qaasim looked round his friends’ faces, and said:

— That vile lawyer betrayed us.

Their faces hardened and they looked at one another
angrily. Uwayss was the first to speak:

— Give up peacefully now, all of you; and thank God for his
escape!

Hassan said:

— What do you say, cousin?

Qaasim thought for a while, then said:

— I won’'t hide it from you that death threatens us. I'll
release anybody who doesn’t wish to help me any more.

Zakaria begged:

— Don’t let things go any further.

Qaasim replied with calm determination:

— I'm not going to drop the matter, whatever the conse-
quences. I shan’t be less loyal than Gebel and Rifaa to our
Ancestor and to the people of our Alley.

Uwayss got up in arage and stalked out of the room, saying:

— The man’s mad. God help you, my niece!

Saadiq leapt up and kissed Qaasim on the forehead, saying:

— You've revived my spirits with what you’ve said.

Hassan said enthusiastically:

— The people here kill for the sake of a piaster or for no
reason at all. Why should we be afraid of dying, when we have
areal reason?

They heard Omnibus’s voice from the Alley calling Zakaria,
wholeaned out of the windowand invited him in. Ina moment
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he was in the room and sat down scowling grimly. He looked
at Qaasim and said:

— Ididn’t know there was anotherstrongman in our sector
besides me.

Zakaria said anxiously:

— Things are not as bad as you’ve heard.

— What [ heard was even worse.

Zakaria moaned:

— Satan has been fooling about with the minds of oursons.

Omnibus spoke sternly:

— Guzzler gave me a long lecture about your nephew. I
thought he was a sensible lad, but he turns out to be the craziest
lunatic. Now look here; if I'm too easy on you all, Guzzler’s
going to come and deal with you himself. But I'm not letting
anyofyoudragmygood namein thedirt,so behaveyourselves,
and heaven help anybody who's obstinate.

Omnibusbegan keeping awatch on Qaasim’s followersand
not letting anyofthem near his house. In the course of doing
sohe humiliated Saadiq and beat up Wagtail. He asked Zakaria
to tell Qaasim to stay at home till the storm had blown over.
Qaasim found himself a prisoner in hisown home, visited only
by his cousin Hassan. But there is no power that can imprison
newsin the Alley. Whispersreached Gebel’ssector and Rifaa’s,
telling what was stirring among the Desert Rats: the case that
had nearly been broughtagainst the Trustee, particular claims
concerning the Ten Clauses, even the connection between
Qindeel, Gebelaawi’s servant, and Qaasim. There was great
excitement and plenty of skepticism and scorn.

Hassan said to Qaasim one day:

— The newsis being whispered around the Alley. They talk
about nothing but you in all the hashish dens.

Qaasim looked up, his face, as usual of late, haggard from
thought and worry. He said:
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— We've become prisoners, and the days pass without
action.

Qamar spoke with concern:

— Nobody is called on to do the impossible.

Hassan said:

— Our brothers are as keen as can be.

Qaasim asked:

— Is it true that Gebel’s people and Rifaa’s accuse me of
being a liar and a madman?

Hassan looked down unhappily.

— Cowardice ruins men.

Qaasim nodded helplessly.

— Whydo they call me a liar when one of them was the man
who met Gebelaawi and another wasthe man hespoketo?Why
dotheycall me aliarwhen theyofall people should be the first
to believe me and help me?

— Cowardice is the plague of our Alley; that's why they
cringe before their strongmen.

Fromoutside came the sound of Omnibus bellowing curses
and insults. The family looked out of the window and saw
Omnibus gripping Shaabaan by the collar and screaming at
him:

— What brings you here, you bastard?

The young man tried in vain to free himself from his grip.
Omnibus held his collar with his left hand and rained blows on
hisface and head with hisright. Qaasim was furious and leftthe
window and hurried to the door, ignoring Qamar’s pleas. In a
moment he was standing in front of Omnibus, saying firmly:

— Let him go, Omnibus!

But he went on punching hisvictim and shouted at Qaasim:

— Mind yourself or I'll make even your enemies cry for you.

Qaasim seized the fist the was doing the hitting and gripped
it tightly, shouting furiously:

— I'shan’t let you kill him whatever you do.

Omnibus let go of Shaabaan, who fell to the ground uncon-
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scious, then snatched abasket of earth off the head of a passing
woman and emptied it over Qaasim. Hassan was about to
spring at him, but Zakaria arrived justin time to throw an arm
round him. Qaasim lifted offthe basket,and hishead emerged,
covered with earth, which went all over his clothes too. He was
seized with a fit of coughing. Qamar screamed and Sakeena
howled. Uwayss hurried up, men,women and childrenrushed
out from doorways on to the scene, and there was uproar.
Zakaria held on to Hassan’s arm with all his strength and
looked imploringly into his bulging eyes. Uwayss went up to
Omnibus and said:

— Forgive him for my sake, Omnibus, my dear sir.

Several voices cried: ‘For God’s sake, chief!” and Omnibus
bawled:

— What with relatives and friends! It’s as if Omnibus was a
woman and not your strongman.

Zakaria shouted:

— God forbid, chief! You’re our lord and our crowning
glory.

Omnibus went off to the cafe, and some men lifted up
Shaabaan, and Hassan began brushing the earth off Qaasim’s
head and clothes. With Omnibus out of the way, the onlookers
were able to express their grief.
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That evening, one of the Desert Rats’ tenement houses
resounded with wails announcing a death. The cry was taken
up by dozens of other voices in houses all around. Qaasim
leaned out of his window and asked Fateen, the melon-seed
vendor, about it. The man answered: ‘Long may you live!
Shaabaan is dead.” Qaasim was horrified and left the house to
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go to Shaabaan’s tenement, which was two doors away. He
found the courtyard there in darkness and packed with the
people who lived on the lower floors. They were talking
together sadly and indignantly, while from upstairs came sobs
and wails. Qaasim heard a woman saying bitterly:

— He didn’t just die; Omnibus killed him.

A second said:

— May God strike your household, Omnibus!

A third protested:

— It was Qaasim that killed him; he tells lies and our men
get killed for them.

Qaasim was deeply distressed. He made his way through the
darkness up to thefirstfloor where the dead man’s home was.
By the light of a lamp fixed to the wall of the corridor outside
he saw his friends, among them Hassan, Saadiq, Bullrush,
Wagtail and Hamroosh. Saadiq came to meet him, crying, and
they embraced without a word. Hassan, whose face looked
ghastly in the dim light, said:

— His blood won't have been spilt in vain.

Bullrush came up to Qaasim and whispered to him:

— His wife's in such a dreadful state she’s even blamed us
for his death.

Qaasim whispered back:

— God help her!

Hassan spoke vengefully:

— The murderer must be executed.

Wagtail growled:

— Who in the Alley would give evidence against him?

Hassan said:

— But we can kill like everybody else.

Qaasim punched him to silence him, and said:

— It'll be best if you people don’t attend his funeral, but
we’ll meet afterwards in Qarafa graveyard.

He started to enter the dead man’s home and Saadiq tried
to bar his way, but he pushed himasideand wentin. He called
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Shaabaan’s widow, and she came, her reddened eyes wide
open in astonishment. Her look hardened, and she asked:

— What do you want?

— I've come with my condolences.

She said fiercely:

— You killed him. We can do without the Trust, and it was
him we needed.

He said gently:

— May God give you strength to bear it, and may He destroy
the criminals. We are your family whenever you need us. His
blood isn’t spilt in vain.

She looked askance at him, then turned and retreated.
When she got back inside there was an outburst of wails and
moans. He left the place grief-stricken.

Next morning the people saw Omnibus sitting in the door-
way of Freewheeler’s cafe watching the passers-by with a
defiant, evil look on his face. They greeted him with extra
servility to hide their anger and they stayed away from the
wake, skulking in their shops or by their barrows or sitting on
the ground. Later in the morning the bier was carried out,
followed only by the family and close relatives, and by Qaasim,
who ignored the strongman’s furious looks. The widow’s
brother was angry and said to Qaasim:

— You kill the man and then attend his funeral!

He bore this in silence till someone else asked harshly:

— Why did you come?

He answered firmly:

— Tofight on as my friend fought, God rest his soul! He was
brave. You’re not like him; you know who killed him but you
vent your anger on me.

Most of them fell silent. The women gathered together
behind the men, hurrying along with bare feet, dressed in
black, pouring dust on their heads and beating their cheeks.
The funeral passed through Gemalia towards Bab el-Nasr.
When the burial ceremony was over the mourners all left,

346



Qaasim

except that Qaasim walked slowly till he was separated from
themand thenreturnedtothegravetofindhisfriendswaiting
for him. His eyes swam with tears and they all began to cry.
Qaasim wiped his eyes and said:

— Anybody who wants safety had better leave.

Hamroosh said:

— If we had wanted to be safe, you wouldn’t have found us
around you.

Qaasim put his hand on the tombstone.

— I’'m very sad to lose him. He was brave and enthusiastic,
and he’s gone just when we need him most.

Saadiq said:

—Hewaskilled byatreacherous strongman. Some of uswill
live to sec the death of the last strongman in our Alley.

Hamroosh said:

—Butwe mustn’tget caught by treachery as our friend was.
We must think about tomorrow, and how we can win our
victory, and how we can meet to exchange views.

Qaasim said:

— Thinking about that has been my only consolation in my
imprisonment. I've come toa conclusion; not an easy one, but
there is no escaping it.

They clamored to hear it. He went on:

— Leave our Alley! Each of us mustmake his arrangements
and leave. We shall move out as Gebel did long ago, and as
Yahiaa did morerecently. We must set up in some safe placein
the desert till we have built up our strength and our numbers.

Saadiq exclaimed:

— That’s the answer.

— We can rid the Alley of strongmen only by force, and we
can carry out the Founder’s conditions only by force, and
justice and mercyand peace canreign onlybyforce. Our force
won’t be tyrannical; it will be the first just force.

They listened eagerly, gazing at Qaasim and at the tomb
behind him, and it seemed to them as if Shaabaan were
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listening too and giving them his blessing. Bullrush said with
feeling:

— Yes! The problems will be solved by force; by just, not
unjust force, Shaabaan was on his way toyou when Omnibus
met him; if we’d been with him the brute would have met a
force he couldn’t easily have overcome. Damn fear and divi-
sion!

Qaasim heaved a sigh of relief and pleasure.

— Our Ancestor has put his trust in us, certainly believing
that some of his children are worthy of it.
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Qaasim came home in the middle of the night, but he found
Qamar awake waiting for him. Her concern and sympathy for
him were even greater than usual. He was sorry that she had
stayed awake till such an hour. Then he detected weakness in
her eyes and the redness that follows weeping as twilight
follows sunset. He asked anxiously:

— Have you been crying?

She did not answer, as though too busy with the mug of
warm milk she was preparing for him. He spoke again:

— We’reallunhappyabout thedeath of Shaabaan, Godrest
his soul!

She immediately responded:

— I'wascrying for Shaabaan before, but then I cried at that
man’s hatred for you; you're the last man to deserve to have
dirt poured over his head.

— That’s nothing compared towhat happened to our poor
friend.

She sat down beside him, handed him the mug of milk, and
murmured:
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— And I'm upset by what they say about you.

He smiled, pretending to make little of it, and raised the
mug to his lips. She went on indignantly:

— Bruiser tells Gebel’s people you want the Trust all to
yourself, and Pilgrim Grim says the same to Rifaa’s people,and
they spread it around that you're beneath Gebel and Rifaa.

He did not hide his grief.

— Iknow; andIalso knowthatbutforyoulwouldn’t be alive
today.

She caressed hisshoulder tenderly, and beganfor noreason
thinking of bygone days of endless conversation and happi-
ness, the luminous nights of joy after Ihsaan was born. And
nowshe did not possess any of him; indeed, he did not possess
himself. She even concealed from him the pains of illness,
which troubled her from time to time; he did not think about
himself, so how could she trouble him with her problems? She
was afraid of adding to his burden and helping his enemies
without meaning to. Who could assure her of him when life
might soon be over just as the easy days were over? God forgive
you, old Alley! Qaasim said:

— I haven’t lost hope, even at this dark hour. What a lot of
goodfriends I have, evenifl seem alone! One of them defied
Omnibus; and who would have dared do that before? The
others are like him, and courage is what our Alley needs most
ifitisn’ttolive for ever under tyranny. Don’tadvise me to play
safe; the dead man was killed on his way to my house, and you
wouldn't want your husband to be a mean coward.

Qamar smiled, taking back the empty mug. She said:

— The strongmen’s wives screech with joy over battles,
which are evil; how could I rejoice less over what is good?

He realized that she was more unhappy than she seemed.
He stroked her cheek and comforted her.

— You're everything in the world to me, you're the best
companion in life.
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She smiled, inviting back the peace of mind needed for
sleep.

Shantah the tinner was amazed by the disappearance of
Saadiq. He visited his home but found no trace of him or his
family. In the same way Abdul Fattaah, the dried-fish mer-
chant, could find no sign of his man Bullrush. Wagtail stopped
going to Hamdoon'’s nut stall without giving any notice. And
where was Hamroosh? Hasoona the baker said he had disap-
peared as if the flames of the oven had devoured him. Others
vanished too. The newswas all over the Desert Rats’ sector and
its echoreached therest of the Alley. People in Gebel’s sector
and Rifaa’s said scornfully that the Desert Rats were all leaving
and that Omnibus would soon find no one to pay him protec-
tion money. Omnibus summoned Zakaria to Freewheeler’s
cafe and said menacingly:

— Your nephewwould be the best person to tell us thesecret
of the disappearances.

— Omnibus, mydearsir, don’t blame him. The man hasn’t
left his house for days... weeks... months!

The strongman roared:

— Child’s play! But I've sent for you to warn you what may
happen to your nephew.

— Qaasim is your own flesh and blood. Don’t do anything
that will please his enemies!

— He’s his own enemy as well as mine. He thinks he’s the
Gebel of today. This damned nonsense is the quickest way to
a grave at Bab al-Nasr.

— Steady on, my dear Omnibus; we're all under your
protection.

When Zakariareturned home he met Hassan coming back
from Qaasim’s house, and he vented on him the fury with
which Omnibus had filled him, but Hassan cut him short,
saying:

— Calm down, Father! Qamar is ill, very ill.
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All the Alley learntof Qamar’sillness, even Trustee’s House.
Qaasim stayed beside her, overcome with sorrow. He kept
shaking his head hopelessly and saying:

— All of a sudden you lie down helpless.

She said in a weak voice:

— Iwashiding mystate of health fromyou to spareyou, with
all your other worries.

— I'should have shared your suffering from the beginning.

Her pale lips parted in a faded smile.

— My health will come back.

Thatwaswhat he was praying for. But what was this mist that
covered her eyes? Whywas her face so drained? What was this
power of concealing pain? ‘All this is because of you. Oh God
watch over her with your mercy! Preserve her for me, and have
pity on the baby’s constant tears.’

— Your [orgiveness for me makes it that I can’t forgive
myself.

She smiled again, almost reproachfully.

Um Saalim was brought to burn incense for her, and Um
Atiatomix hersomeointments,and Ibrahim the barbertocup
her,but Qamar seemed toresist allremedies. Qaasimtold her:

— I'wish I could bear your pain for you.

Her reply was hardly audible:

— May no harm touch you! Dearest of men!

He said to himself: ‘The sight ofher makes the whole world
look dark in my eyes.’ She spoke again:

— Thinking people like you are the hardest to comfort.

Some men and women came to visit her, but he felt op-
pressed and retreated to the roof. He could hear the women’s
voices from the windows of the tenement-houses, and the
curses and street-cries from theroad. He heard crying too,and
thought at [irst that it was Ihsaan, till he saw a child rolling in
the dust on the next roof. Darkness was falling slowly, and a
flock of pigeons flew back to their loft. A solitary star twinkled
on the horizon. He wondered about the meaning of the
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strange look in Qamar’s eyes, as if she could not see, of the
twitching at the corner of her mouth, of the blueness of her
lips, and of his own feelings of depression. He stayed several
hours and then went down. He met Sakeena carrying Ihsaan
in the hall, and she whispered to him: ‘Go in quietly so as not
to wake her.’ He threw himself down on the sofa opposite the
bed, in the feeble light of the lamp on the window ledge. The
only sound from outside was the wail of the rebec. Then Taza
the bard began:

His grandfather said quietly:

— I've decided to give you a chance that has not been
offered to anybody else from outside. It is that you should live
in this house and marry in it and begin a new life here.

Humaam's heart raced, drunk with joy. He said:

— Thank you for your kindness.

— You deserve it.

The boy looked from his grandfather to the carpet, then
asked anxiously:

— And my family?

Gebelaawi said reproachfully:

— I've said quite clearly what [ want.

Humaam implored him:

— They deserve your mercy and forgiveness.

The sleeping woman started and woke. Qaasim jumped
over the sofatoreach her. He saw a newbrilliance in her eyes
in place of the misty look. He asked what was wrong and she
called out in a loud voice:

— Ihsaan! Where’s Thsaan?

He hurried out and came back followed by Sakeena carry-
ing the sleeping baby. Qamar pointed at Ihsaan and Sakeena
brought her so that she could kiss the child’s cheek, while
Qaasim sat on the edge of the bed. She looked at him and
whispered:
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— It’s even worse.

— What do you mean?

— I've caused you much pain, but it’s even worse.

He bit his lip, then said:

— Qamar, I'msosad notbeingable to take away your pain.

— I'm afraid for you after I’'m gone.

— Don’t talk about me.

— Qaasim, go and join your friends; they’ll kill you if you
stay.

— We shall go together.

She struggled to say:

— It’s not the same road.

— Don’t you want to have pity on me as you used to?

— Oh, that was in the past.

She seemed to bestruggling against some terrible force. She
made a sign with her hand. He leaned still closer to her. She
writhed and stretched out her neck. Her chest collapsed and
her breath rasped out. Sakeena urged:

— Help her to sit up! She wants to sit up!

He put his arms round her to help herup, butsheletouta
moan like a wordless farewell, and her head toppled on to his
chest. Sakeena hurried out with the baby. From outside, her
wailing broke the silence.

82*********************

In the morning Qaasim’s house and the road in front of it
were thronged with people offering their condolences. The
Alley had a deep respect for the ties of kinship, without
enjoying any of their advantages. Omnibus had to come, and
in notime allthe Desert Rats were following him. Even Trustee
Rifaat had to come, followed by Guzzler, Bruiser, and Pilgrim
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Grim, and soon everyone trooped along. The funeral proces-
sion was joined by huge crowds such as had never been seen
before except at the funerals of strongmen. Qaasim showed a
philosophical fortitude, despite his hidden sorrows. Even
during the burial he wept with all his faculties except his eyes.

The mourners went, leaving only Qaasim, Zakaria, Uwayss
and Hassan at the grave. Zakaria patted Qaasim on the arm,
and said:

— Courage, my boy! And may God help you!

He hunched forward a little, sighing deeply, and mur-
mured:

— My heart has been buried, Uncle.

Hassan’s face was contorted. There was deep silence in the
graveyard. Zakaria took a step away, saying:

— Time we went!

But Qaasim stayed where he was. He said resentfully:

— What made them come?

Zakaria saw what he meant.

— Let’s be thankful to them anyway.

Uwayss plucked up his courage and said:

— Make a fresh start with them. Their gesture calls for a
response from you. Luckily what they say about you outside
our sector is not to be taken seriously.

Qaasim remained sunk in silence rather than argue with
him. Then up came a party led by Saadiq. It seemed that they
had been waiting for the mourners to disappear. There were
many of them, and not one of them astranger. They embraced
Qaasim, and his eyes filled with tears. Uwayss looked at them
angrily, but no one took any notice of him. Saadiq said to
Qaasim:

— There’s no longer anything to keepyou in the Alley.

But Zakaria retorted hotly:

— His little girl and his house and his property are there.

Qaasim said meaningfully:

— My staying in the Alley was a necessity, and thanks to it
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your numbers have built up as time passed.

He looked at the faces that gazed up at him as if toreassure
himself of the truth of his remark. Most of them were those he
had urged during his nocturnal prowls to leave and join his
friends. He had been creeping out each night after the Alley
had fallen asleep, to visit those in whose affection he trusted
and who seemed ready to be convinced by his words. Bullrush
asked him:

— Shall we have to wait long?

— Till there are enough of you.

Saadiq leaned over, embraced him and whispered:

— I'm heart-broken for you. I know better than anybody
how hard your misfortune has been.

His feelings welled up again and he whispered:

— You're right; the pain is terrible.

— Hurry up and join us, now that you're alone.

— All in good time.

Uwayss said loudly:

— We must get back.

The [riends embraced, and Qaasim went back with his
companions. He passed his days sad and lonely in his house,
and Sakeena began to be afraid of what his sorrow might lead
to. But he kept up his secret, night-time prowlswith a determi-
nation that knew no weakness. The number of those who had
vanished went on growing, and people wondered anxiously
about them. Still more fun was made of the Desert Rats and
their strongman in therest of the Alley; they said it would be
Omnibus’s turn to run away any day now. Zakaria said to
Qaasim one day:

— This is the most alarming business and it will lead to
something dread[ul.

But he had to wait. Those were days full of activity and
danger, and only Ihsaan could bring a smile to his troubled
face. She was learning to stand, holding on to the edge of
chairs, and she would peer up at him with her innocent face
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and twitter like a little bird. He used to enjoylooking at her face
and would say to himself: ‘She’ll be beautiful, but it matters
more to me that she should be good and loving like her
mother.” He rejoiced in the dark eyes gazing up at him out of
the round face of a little Qamar — alasting symbol of the bond
that fate had broken. He wondered whether he would live to
see her a lovely bride, or was she fated to have only painful
memories of the house where she was born?

One day there wasa knock at the door and Sakeena went to
answer it. A young voice said:

— Open up, Sakeena!

She opened the door and found a girl of twelve or so,
wrapped for some reason in awoman’s chador and with a veil
over her face. Sakeena was surprised and asked what she
wanted, but she hurried into Qaasim’s room and said breath-
lessly:

— Good evening, sir!

She took off the veil, revealing a face round as the moon,
golden as wheat, its singular features radiating liveliness.
Qaasim was astonished.

— Hello! Sit down! Welcome!

She sat down on the edge of the sofa.

— I'm Badria. My brother Saadiq has sent me to you.

— Saadiq?!

— Yes!

He looked at her inquisitively.

— What makes him take such a risk?

She replied with an anxiety that added to her charm:

— Nobody could know me in this chador.

Herealized that she looked older than she was. He nodded
and she went on, still more anxiously:

— He says you must leave at once, and that Guzzler and
Bruiser and Pilgrim Grim and Omnibus have plotted together
to kill you tonight.

He frowned uneasily. Sakeena moaned. He asked:
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— How does he know this?

— Mr Yahiaa told him.

— But how did Yahiaa find out?

— Adrunken man gave thesecret awayin a bar where there
was a friend of Mr Yahiaa’s; that’s what my brother said.

He gazed at her silently till she stood up and began wrap-
ping the chador round her delicious body. He stood up too,
saying:

— Thank you, Badria! Keep well covered up, and my
greetings to your brother. Take care!

She drew the veil over her face and asked:

— What shall I say to him?

— Tell him we’ll meet before the morning.

They shook hands, and she left.
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Sakeenawas pale and her eyes spoke of terror. She burst out:

— Let’s leave the house without delay.

She jumped up to get busy. He said:

— Wrap up lhsaan and hide her under your chador and go
out as if you were on some errand. Go to Qamar’s grave and
wait there.

— And you, sir?

— I shall join you when the time comes.

Her eyes wandered between confusion and terror. He said
calmly:

— Hassan will take you to the place where we're going to
stay.

In a few moments she was ready to go. He kissed Ihsaan
several times. Sakeena said as she went towards the door:

— May the living God protect you!
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Hestood by the window overlooking the road, and watched
the maid walking towards Gemalia, till she was hidden by the
bend. Hisheartpounded atthesight of her armsfolded round
her precious burden. He looked around the sector and saw
followers of the strongmen, somessitting at Freewheeler’s cafe
and others hanging about here and there. Their features were
indistinctin the gathering darkness. Theyshowed everysign of
getting ready, but would they lie in wait for him to set out on
his night-time wanderings—if they had found out about them
— orwould theybesiege his houselaterin the night? Now they
were beginning to split up to prevent their secret being
discovered. There they were, creeping about in the darkness
like vermin, their breath reeking of crime. Would he meet the
fate of Rifaa or that of Gebel? Rifaa had found himself in this
position onedarknight. He had hidden in his house, his heart
full of good intentions, while downstairs trod the heavy feet of
blood-thirsty enemies. When will you have had your fill of
blood, unhappy Alley?

Qaasim paced up and down in his room till there was a
knock at the door and he heard the voice of Hassan calling.
Hassan came in with his massive body. His eyes were anxious
as he spoke:

— Something strange is going on in our sector, something
suspicious...

Qaasim showed no outward concern at this remark.

— Is my uncle home from his evening out?

— No! ButItellyou, something suspicious is going on. Take
a look through the shutters.

—I've seen what’s worrying you, and I know what’s behind
it. Saadiq warned me in good time by sending me his little
sister. If his message is correct, the strongmen are going to try
and kill me tonight; so Sakeena has fled with Ihsaan, and they
arewaiting foryouat Qamar’s grave. Goto them and take them
to our friends’ hideout.

— And you?
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— I'll escape in my turn and meet you.

Hassan said with determination:

— I’m not leaving you alone.

Qaasim urged him, with a touch of displeasure:

— Do as I say and don’t hesitate. I'll use cunning, not
strength, to escape, and your strength would be no use to me
if I was forced to fight. But by going you will protect my
daughter andyoumay be able topostsome of our men on the
roads from Gemalia to the Jebel, where they can help me if I
need them during my flight.

Hassan gave way and shook his hand vigorously:

— There’s nothing like your intelligence, so perhaps what
you’ve prepared is best.

Qaasim answered with a calm smile and Hassan set off
frowning. Not long after, Zakaria came in panting, and Qaasim
was sure he had come from Yahiaa with the news, so he got in
first:

— Saadiq sent me the news.

— I heard ita short timeago when I passed by Yahiaa’s place
and [ was afraid it wouldn’t have reached you.

Qaasim sat him down and said apologetically:

— Forgive me the trouble I'm causing you!

—I'vebeen expecting thisforalongtime. Ifound Omnibus
was behaving differently towards me, and I began asking
myself questions. Today I see the devils swarming like locusts,
and here you are alone, and its almost impossible for you to
flee.

Qaasim looked still more determined.

—Ishalltry,andif] failthereare menin the Jebelwho won’t
be defeated.

Zakaria said angrily:

— What'’s the use of that compared with your life and your
child?

Qaasim said reproachfully:

— I'm surprised you're not at the head of my men.
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Zakaria spoke as if he hadn’t heard him:

— Come with me to Omnibus! We’ll strike a bargain with
him and agree to what he wants.

Qaasim mocked his uncle’s proposal with a short laugh.
Zakaria went over to the shutters and peered into the Alley,
where all was dark and sinister. He was roused by Qaasim’s
voice asking:

— Why did they choose this particular night?

— The daybefore yesterdayone of Gebel’s men proclaimed
thatyour causeis for everybody’s good, and the same is said of
one of Rifaa’s men. Perhaps that’s what made them hurry.

Qaasim beamed.

— You see, Uncle? I'm the enemy of the Trustee and the
strongmen but I'm the friend of the Alley, and everybody will
know that soon.

— Think now about the fate that is waiting for you.

— I’ll tell you my plan; I'll escape across the roofs to your
house, leaving my lamp lit to mislead them.

— Somebody may see you.

— I'shan’t start till people have stopped sitting out on the
roofs for the evening.

— And if they attack your house first?

— It won’t happen till the Alley is asleep.

— Perhaps they’ll be more reckless than you think.

He smiled.

— In that case I'll die; and who can put off the hour fixed
for his death?

Zakaria looked imploringly at him, but he met with a calm
and steady smile, the very embodiment of determination. He
said in despair:

— They may search my house.

— Luckily theydon’tknowwe’ve heard of their scheme, and
so, by God’s grace, I'll get away before they can stop me.

They gave each other a long look, which said more than
tears could: have done. Then they embraced. When he was
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alone again, Qaasim mastered his feelings and went to the
window overlooking the road. Life in the sector seemed to be
going on as usual. Urchins were playing round the lamp-lit
barrows, the cafe was thronged with men chatting, the roofs
were noisy with women’s gossip, the coughs of hashish smok-
ers mingled with their jokes and curses, and the rebec wailed,;
but Omnibus lurked on the doorstep of the cafe, and the
messengers of death skulked in every corner. ‘Treacherous
brood! Killers of joy! Since Idrees laughed his cruel laugh, you
have been inheriting wickedness and plunging the Alley into
asea of darkness. Isn’t it time for the caged bird to be set free?’
The time passed slowlyand oppressively, butit brought the
end of the evening for the gossips. The roofs fell silentand the
Alley was deserted bybarrows and urchins. The cafes emptied,
and for awhile there were the sounds of men going home. The
drunksreeled back from Gemalia, and even the hashish dens
put out their braziers. Only the companions of death re-
mained in the darkness. Qaasim said to himself: ‘Time to get
moving!’ He hurried to the stairs, climbed to the roof and went
to the wall that divided his roof from the neighboring one. He
crossed it without difficulty and was about to hasten on when
afigure blocked his way, saying ‘Halt!’ He realized that killers
were posted on theroofs and that the siege was more complete
than he had thought. He turned to go back, but the man
jumped after him and grabbed him with strong arms.
Qaasimsummoned up all hisstrength, whichwasredoubled
by fear. He surprised the man with a sudden blow in the
stomach and broke free from his grip. For good measure he
kicked him in the stomach, and he fell down moaning and
stayed down. There was a muffled cough from aroof three or
four houses away, which made Qaasim change his mind about
going on. He went back to his own roof in great alarm. He
stood by the stairs listening and heard footsteps coming up.
Several men gathered outside his door and burst it open,
almost smashing it. They rushed in and Qaasim did not waste
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another second before hurrying down to the courtyard. He
ran to the gate and saw a figure moving outside. He sprang at
the man and seized him round the neck, then butted him and
kneed him in the stomach. The man fellto the ground and lay
there motionless.

Qaasim hurried towards Gemalia, his heart racing. By now
they would have seen that the house was empty and some
would perhaps have gone on to the roof and found their
companion laid out. Others might already have come down
after him. He passed his uncle’s tenement-house without
stopping,and when hereached the end of the Alley he started
running. But at the entrance to Gemalia a figure sprang into
his path and shouted, very loud so as to warn the others: ‘Stop,
you bastard!” He lifted his cudgel before Qaasim could swerve
out of his way, but another figure appeared from round the
corner and clubbed the manoverthe head so thathefelldown
with ascream. Hassan’s voice spoke: ‘We mustrunfor allwe're
worth.’ Away they ran through the darkness, not caring what
stones or potholes they might meet.

84*********************

At the entry to Watawit Alley Saadiq joined them, and at the
other end they found Bullrush, Wagtail and Hamroosh with a
four-wheeled carriage. Theyjumped in and the horse made off
at great speed through the darkness, urged on by the driver’s
whip, shattering the silence of the night with a sound like
continuous gunshots. They kept turning tolook back fearfully.
Saadiq reassured them:

— They'll go to Bab el Nasr, thinking you’ll hide in the
wasteland round the graveyards.

Qaasim said doubtfully:
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— But they know you're not living near the graveyards.

However, the speed of the carriage seemed decisive, and
they began to feel they were really out of danger. Qaasim
sounded more relaxed as he said:

— You've managed things very well. Thank you, Saadiq! But
for your warning I'd be dead by now.

Saadiq pressed his handsilently. The carriage hurried on till
Mugqattam Bazaar appeared in the starlight, wrapped in dark-
ness and desolation, except for the lamp shining in Yahiaa’s
hut.Asa precaution they left the carriage in the middle of the
market placeand walked tothe hut. It was notlong before they
heard Yahiaa asking who was there. When Qaasim answered,
his voice was raised again in thanksgiving. The two embraced
warmly and Qaasim said:

— I owe you my life.

The old man laughed.

— It was sheer chance, but it saved the man who most
deserves to live. Hurry now to the Jebel. The Jebel is your best
defence.

Qaasim pressed his hand and looked lovingly and gratefully
at his face in the lamplight. Yahiaa said:

— Today you are like Rifaa or Gebel. I shall go back to the
Alley when victory is granted to you.

They headed eastward from the hut, making their way
through the desert to the Jebel. Saadiq went in front as he
knew the path best. A lightening of the darkness announced
the approach of dawn, and there was dampness in the air.
From far off the crow of a cock announced the birth of a new
day. They reached the foot of the Jebel and followed it
southward till they reached the difficult path leading up to
their new home. They followed Saadiq up, going in single file
because the way was so narrow. Saadiq said to Qaasim:

— We've made you a hut in the middle of ours; Ihsaan is
sleeping there now.

Bullrush explained:
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— Our huts are built of tins and sacking.

Hassan remarked gaily:

— Not much worse than our tenements in the Alley!

Qaasim said:

— It’s enough that we don’t have a trustee or a strongman.

They heard voices from above and Saadiq said:

— Our new alley is awake and waiting for you.

Theylooked up andsawthefirstlight of day.Saadiqshouted
at the top of his voice: ‘He’s here!” and men’s and women's
heads popped up. There were shouts and cheers, and they
startedsinging: ‘Putsome hennaon the sparrow’s tail!’ Qaasim
was overjoyed.

— What a lot of them!

Saadiq said proudly:

— A new alley on the Jebel, whose numbers increase with
every passing day. With the guidance of Yahiaa, all the emi-
grants have joined us.

Hamroosh said:

— The only trouble isthatwe have to make our living in far-
off places for fear of meeting somebody from our Alley.

When Qaasimreach the top themen embraced him and the
women shook his hand, and there was a hubbub of greetings
and cheers and shouts of praise. Sakeena was among those
who greeted him and she told him that Ihsaanwas asleep inthe
hut that had been put up for them. They all went together,
cheering and singing, to the ‘New Alley’, whichwasin the form
of a square of huts on a plateau at the top of the Jebel. The
horizon wasfilled with therosy light of dawn. Aman called out:

— Welcome to Qaasim, our strongman!

Qaasim’s expression changed, and he shouted angrily:

— Damn all strongmen! There’s no peace and no safety
where they are.

The new faces were all turned to him. He continued:

— We shallraise our cudgels as Gebel did, but in the cause
of the mercy that Rifaa called for. Then we’ll set the Trust to
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work for the common good to fulfillAdham’s dream. Our task
is to do that — not to be strongmen.

Hassan led him gently towards his hut saying to the crowd:

— He hasn’t slept awink all night; let him get the sleep he’s
earned.

Qaasim threw himself down on the straw-filled sack beside
his daughter, and in no time he was fast asleep. He woke in the
early afternoon with a heavy head and a weary body. Sakeena
brought Ihsaan and put her in his lap, and he kissed her
adoringly. She handed him a mug of water, saying:

— They fetch us this water from the public pump, just as
Gebel’s wife used to fetch it.

He smiled, for he liked anything that connected him with
the memory of Gebel or Rifaa. He examined the hut and saw
walls of sacking. He hugged Ihsaan still more affectionately,
then stood up and handed the child to Sakeena and left the
hut. He found Saadiq and Hassan waiting for him, greeted
them and sat down. He surveyed the encampment and saw
only one or two women and children. Saadiq explained:

— The men have gone off to Sayida Zaynab and Zaynhum
to earn a living. We've stayed behind to putyou at your ease.

His eyes followed the women, who were at work cooking or
washingin front of the huts, and the children whowere playing
here and there. He thought aloud:

— I'wonder whether these women are happy.

Saadiq said:

— They are dreaming of possessing the Trust and the good
things that Lady Ameena en joys.

He smiled broadly, thenlooked slowly fromone to the other
and asked:

— What do you two have in mind for the next step?

Hassan’s head nodded on his broad shoulders.

— We know just what we want.

— But how do we get it?
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— We seize our chance to attack when they’re off their
guard.

But Saadiq protested:

— No! We hold outtill more people have joined us from the
Alley, and only then do we attack. That way we’ll be sure of
victory and there will be less casualties.

Qaasim exclaimed:

— Splendid!

They fell into a dreamy silence. A voice said shyly:

— Some food?

Qaasim looked up and saw Badria holding a dish of stewed
beans and a flat loaf, and looking at him with her merry eyes.
He could not help smiling as he said:

— Welcome to my messenger of life!

She put the dish down in front of him, saying:

— Long life to you!

And away she went to Saadiq’s hut, which was next to his
own. He was filled with tenderness and happiness and ate with
relish, explaining meanwhile:

— I'have a fairamount of money which will come in useful.
We must hunt out all the friends who may be ready to join us.
There are plenty of poor people who long for our victory, and
only fear holds them back.

Hassan and Saadiqsoon went off after the other menand he
found himself alone. He rose and set off on a sort of tour of
inspection. The children he passed were playing and not one
of them paid attention to him, but the women called out their
greetings. A very old woman caught his eye. Her hair was
purest white, her eyes were clouded with age and her chin
trembled. He went up and they exchanged greetings. He
asked:

— Who are you, mother?

Her voice crackled like dry leaves.

— Hamroosh’s mother.
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Welcome, mother of us all. How could you think of leaving
our Alley?

— Where myson is, there’s my place; and it’s good to be far
away from the strongmen. (Then, taking courage from his
smile:) I saw Rifaa when I was young.

— Really?

— Yes, upon your life. He was gentle and handsome, but I
never thought he’d give his name to a sector, or that his story
would be told to the music of the rebec.

He asked with growing eagerness:

— Didn’t you go to him like everybody else?

— Oh no! Nobody knew us in our sector; we didn’t even
know ourselves. But for you, the Desert Rats would never have
been talked of.

He looked at her curiously and wondered: ‘How is our
Ancestor today?” He went on smiling gently at her, and she
blessed him profusely till he left. He walked on till he came to
the top of the path down the precipitous side of the Jebel. He
looked down at the desert below and then towards the hori-
zon. In the distance he could see the domes and roofs of Cairo
like the features of a single organism.

‘Only one thing is needed, and from up here it looks so
small. Trustee Rifaat and Strongman Guzzler seem so unim-
portant. From here there’s no difference between Rifaat and
Uncle Zakaria. It would be difficult to find your way from this
place back to the Alley that has caused so much trouble if it
wasn’t for the Founder’s house, which seems cut off from time
and place — our Ancestor’s house, with its amazing wall and
its tall trees. But he is old, and his prestige has gone down like
this sinking sun. Where are you and how are you and why do
you seem as though you no longer exist? Those who pervert
your will are afewyardsfromyour house, but these women and
children — far away from you on the Jebel — aren’t they the
closest to your heart? You will regain your proper place when
the Clauses governing our Trust are carried out, justas the sun
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will rise tomorrow to its zenith. Without you we should be
fatherless and homeless, with no Trust and no hope.’

A sweet voice roused him:

— Coffee, Mr Qaasim?

He turned and saw Badria holding out the cup to him. He
took it, saying:

— Why the trouble?

— It’s a pleasure to take trouble for you, sir.

Hesaid a mental prayer for Qamar’ssouland begansipping
the coffee appreciatively. Between sips his eyes met hers in a
smile. How good coffee tasted on the brink of the precipice,
looking down on the desert!

— How old are you, Badria?

She bit her lips and murmured:

— I don’t know.

But you know what has brought us to the Jebel?

She hesitated shyly.

— You!

— Me?

— You wanttobeatthe Trustee and the strongmen and get
the Trust for us; that’s what my father says.

He smiled. Then he realized that he had emptied the cup
and forgotten to give it back. He handed it to her.

— I'wish I could thank you as you deserve.

She smiled as she turned away blushing and left. He. mur-
mured his goodbye.
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Late afternoon was stick-fencing time, and the men prac-
ticed difficult strokes. This began when both men and women
had come back with a little money and some plain food after
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agruelling day’s work. Qaasim himself was the keenest fencer.
He was very happy to see the enthusiasm of his men, and their
eagerness for the crucial day. There were strong men among
them, but they felt towards him such love as their hate-riven
Alley had never known. The cudgels rose and fell and met in
terrible clashes, while the boys watched and copied, and the
women rested or made the supper.

The row of huts grew longer as more people joined them.
Saadiq and Hassan and Wagtail proved skilful hunters. They
would lie in wait in likely places for men from the Alley and
would not rest till they had persuaded them to join up and to
leave the Alley secretly, inspired by hopes they had not known
before. Saadiq used to say to Qaasim:

— With all this movement there’s no guarantee that our
enemies won't find their way to our camp.

— The only way to reach us is that narrow path; they're
doomed if they come up it.

Ihsaan was his lasting joywhen he played with her or rocked
her or talked to her. But it was not the same when she
reminded him of his lost wife; then loneliness oppressed him
and he longed for her. She had been snatched from him atthe
beginning of the road and had left him prey to melancholy
whenever he was left by hirnself — and sometimes to remorse,
as had happened on the brink of the precipice the day of the
coffee, or on the day he was carressed by a glance as gentle as
an afternoon breeze. One night he could not sleep and was
tormented by loneliness in the dark hut. He got up and went
out to walk in the space between the huts under the starlight,
enjoying the refreshing air of the summer night on the Jebel.

A voice called to him:

— Where are you going at this hour of the night?

He turned and, seeing Saadiq approaching, asked:

— Aren’t you going to sleep yet?

— I caught sight of you as Iwas lying in front of my hut. You
are dearer to me than sleep.
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They walked side by side to the brink of the precipice and
stood there. Qaasim said:

— Loneliness is sometimes too much to bear.

Saadiq laughed.

— It’s damnable.

They looked towards the horizon. The world seemed re-
duced to a sparkling sky above an earth plunged in darkness.
Saadiq said:

— Most of your men are husbands or have families; they
don’t feel lonely.

Qaasim tried to sound disapproving.

— Whatever do you mean?

— A man like you can’t do without a wife.

Feeling how right Saadiq was, Qaasim spoke in a tone of
protest:

— How could I marry again after Qamar?

— If she could speak to you, she’d say the same as me.

Confused emotions raged in Qaasim’s heart. He said as if
talking to himself:

— It’d be like a betrayal of her love and tenderness.

— The dead don’t need our loyalty.

Qaasim thought: ‘Is this true, or just what I want to hear?
Truth can sometimes taste bitter. You have never faced up to
yourself as frankly as you have faced up to the condition of the
Alley. He who fixed these things in your world is He who fixed
the stars in the sky. The simple truth is that your heart beats
still, just as it has alwaysdone.” He sighed audibly. Saadiq said:

— You, more than anybody, need a companion.

When he gotback to his hut he found Sakeena standing at
the door. She looked up at him anxiously.

— I saw that you’d gone out when I thought you were fast
asleep.

Qaasim was so much troubled by his thoughts that he said
without any preliminaries:

— Look at the way Saadiq is urging me to get married!
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She seized on this heaven-sent opportunity.

— I'wish I'd been the first to say it.

— You?!

— Yes, sir! It wounds my heart to see you sitting there so
lonely and full of thoughts.

He pointed at the sleeping huts.

— All those people are with me.

— Yes, but you have nobody withyou at home. I'm an old
woman with one foot in the grave.

He felt that his hesitation was a proof that he accepted her
idea. Still he did not go into his hut but said mournfully:

— I shan’t find a wife like her.

— That’s true, but there are promising girls.

They exchanged glances in the darkness. She was silent for
a while, then murmured:

— Badria! What a sweet girl!

His heart pounded.

— That little girl!

Sakeena suppressed a crafty smile.

— She’s aripe little thing when she brings a meal or some
coflce.

He turned away.

— You devil! A curse on your brood!

The news was joyfully received throughout the encamp-
ment on the Jebel. Saadiq almost danced, and his mother’s
whoops of joy could be heard in the desert below. Qaasim
received many congratulations. They celebrated the wedding
without bringing in any professionals. Some of the women
danced, including Badria’s mother, and Wagtail sang in a
sweet voice:

Here I go a-fishing.
Better than just wishing!

371



Children of Gebelaawi

The bridegroom’s procession wound round the huts, lit by
the lamps of heaven. Sakeena moved with Ihsaan to Hassan’s
hut, leaving Qaasim’s hut for the bridal pair.
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It was withreal pleasure that Qaasim sat on askinin front of
the hutwatching Badria knead dough. She was, to be sure, very
young but what woman was more energetic or efficient? She
stopped to stretch and pushed the hair back from her brow
with the back of her hand. Her charm invaded the inmost
recesses of his heart. A blush showed that she could feel his
eyes on her and she stopped flirtatiously. He laughed and
leaned across to her, took her plait and kissed it repeatedly,
then sat back again. He was happy and carefree, as he usually
was in the brief moments when he escaped from his compan-
ions and his thoughts. Not far off, Ihsaan was toddling about,
watched by Sakeena who was resting on a rock.

There was a commotion at the top of the path, and he saw
Saadiq, Hassan and some other friends coming towards him,
clustered round a man whom he recognized as ‘Trinket’ the
garbage man from Rifaa’s sector. Qaasim stood up at once to
meet them and the women whooped with joy, as they did
whenever a new man came to the Jebel from the Alley. The
man embraced Qaasim, saying:

— I’m with you, and I've brought my cudgel.

Qaasim said happily:

— Welcome Trinket! We don’t make any difference be-
tween one sector and another; it’s all one Alley, and the Trust
belongs to everybody.

The Rifaaite laughed as he said:

— They’re wondering where your hideout is, and they
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expect trouble fromyou, but manyheartslong foryourvictory.

Trinket looked around, taking in the huts and the people,
and exclaimed in amazement:

— All these people are with you!

Saadiq said:

— Trinket has brought important news.

Qaasim looked at him curiously and Trinket told him:

— Omnibus is marrying today for the fifth time; the
bridegroom’s procession will take place this evening.

Hassan said eagerly:

— There won’t be another chance like this to destroy him.

The men were all enthusiastic and Saadiq said:

— One day we shall attack the Alley, and every strongman
we can get outof the way before then will make the fight easier
and the outcome more certain.

Qaasim thought for a while, then said:

— We’ll attack the procession just as the strongmen do; but
remember, we are attacking to put an end to strongman
methods.

A little before midnight the men gathered on the brink of
the precipice. They followed Qaasim down one by one, grip-
ping their cudgels. The sky was clear, and the full moon was at
the zenith, giving a dreamy quality to the world. They reached
the desert and headed north, behind Muqattam Bazaar, keep-
ing to the foot of the Jebel so as not to lose the way. When they
were near Hind's Rock a figure came towards them. He had
been sent to scout for them and he told Qaasim:

— The procession will go towards Bab el Nasr.

— But our bridegrooms’ processions usually go towards
Gemalia.

—Perhapstheyare keepingawayfromwheretheythinkyou
are.

Qaasim thought rapidly, and said:

— Saadiq will take a party to Bab el-Fotouh. Bullrush and
another partywillgoto the desert beside Bab el-Nasr. Hassan
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and I will wait with the rest outside Bab el-Nasr Gate. You will
attack when I give the signal.

The men split up into three parties. Before they set off,
Qaasim said:

— Keep your blows for Omnibus and his men; the rest will
be your brothers tomorrow.

The parties went their different ways, and he and Hassan
with their party followed the Jebel northwards, then turned
left to the cemeteryroad and hid behind the gateway. He and
his men watched theroad, while Saadiq lay in wait totheright
and Bullrush to the left. Hassan said:

— The procession will stop at Falaki Cafe.

Qaasim said:

— We must attack before they get to it, so as not to harm
anybody who has nothing to do with us.

They waited tensely in the dark. Hassan said suddenly:

— I can’t stop thinking how Shaabaan was killed.

Qaasim replied:

— The strongmen have had countless victims.

Saadiq whistled and Bullrush followed suit. They became
still more determined. Hassan said:

— If Omnibusiskilled the people of oursector willsoon join
us.

— And if the rest come to destroy us, we'll kill them on the
path up the Jebel.

These dreams were like the moonlight. Within the hour
either they would have won their victory or their hopes would
have been lost with theirlives. Qaasim seemed toseethe figure
of Qindeel and to hear the voice of Qamar. It was as if an age
had passed since he had watched the flocks. He gripped his
cudgel tighter and said to himself: ‘We can’t possibly be
beaten.’ Hassan asked:

— Do you hear?

He pricked up his ears and heard faint music.

— Get ready! The procession is coming.
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The sounds drew nearer and clearer. Then they heard the
pipes and the drums and ‘Ohs’ and ‘Ahs’ and there were
cheers and shouts. Then by the light of its torches, the
procession appeared and they saw Omnibus surrounded by a
ring of dancers juggling with sticks. Hassan asked:

— Shall I whistle to Bullrush?

— When the front of the procession reaches the garlic stall.

The procession came closer and the dancing and juggling
grew wilder. One dancer in a frenzy began leaping in the air
and rushing round in circles in front of the procession at
fantastic speed, spinning his stick like a fan round his upheld
arm. After each circle he moved forward a step till he passed
the garlic stall. The procession [ollowed him very slowly, till its
head reached the stall. At that moment Hassan whistled three
times, and Bullrush and his men swept down from Tamma'’in
Alley on the tail end of the procession, brandishing their
cudgels and breaking its ranks. There were howls of rage and
confusion. Hassan whistled three more times and Saadiq and
his men fell on the middle ofthe procession from el-Samakein
before it had recovered [rom the first attack. At once, Qaasim
and his men rushed out as one man from under the gateway
and attacked the [ront of the procession.

Omnibus and his men recovered from the shock, raised
their cudgels and joined battle. It was a bitter fight and many
peaceable people fled and took refuge in the alleyways. The
cudgels fell still more savagely and blood spurted from heads
and faces. The lanterns were smashed and the flowers were
scattered and trampled underfoot. Screams went up from
windows round about and the cafes locked their doors. Omni-
bus hit out cruelly and deftly, and his stick flew aboutlike a mad
thing, now here, now there. The violence increased, and the
men were [illed with hatred black as night.

Suddenly Omnibus found himself face to face with Saadiq.
With ascream of ‘Bastard!’, he aimed a blow at him which met
the counter-blow of Saadiq, who quaked and staggered. Om-
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nibus raised his cudgel and brought it down a second time.
Saadiq took it on his cudgel, which he gripped with both
hands, but the power of the blow forced him to his knees.
Omnibus was about to land the third and fatal blow when he
saw Hassan bearing down on him like a wild beast to save his
friend, and he turned towards him in fury, yelling: ‘You too,
son of Zakaria, son of a bitch!’ and aimed a terrible blow at
him, which would have killed him if he had not dodged it with
asideways leap. As he jumped he jabbed Omnibusin the neck
with the end of his stick. The blow prevented Omnibus for a
few moments from hitting again. Hassan recovered his bal-
ance and struck Omnibus on the forehead with terrible force.
The blood spurted, and in a moment the cudgel had slipped
from his hand. He staggered back afew steps and fell motion-
less on his back. A manshouted above the noise of the cudgels:
‘Omnibus is dead.” Bullrush caught him on the nose with his
cudgeland heretreated and fellover aprostratebody. Qaasim’s
men grew still bolder and their blows fiercer, while Omnibus’s
men flagged, frightened to see how many had fallen. They
withdrew and then fled.

Qaasim’s men gatheredround him, panting. Some of them
werebleeding, otherswere carrying the wounded. By the light
from the cafe windows they looked at the bodies lying on the
ground. Some were dead, others just unconscious. Hamroosh
stood over Omnibus and shouted:

— Your body canrest in peace, Shaabaan.

Qaasim drew him to his side and said:

— The day of victory is near, the day when the other
strongmen will meet their fate, and we'll become the masters
of the Alley and sharers in our Trust and loyal children to
Gebelaawi.

When they came backto the Jebel, the womengreetedthem
with whoops of joy, and news of the victory flew round. Qaasim
went to his hut, and Badria said to him:
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— You are covered with dust and blood; you must wash
before you go to sleep.

When he lay down after hiswash he moaned with pain. She
brought him some food and waited for him to sit up and eat,
but hewasin astate betweensleeping and waking. He feltrelief
that was almost happiness but tinged with anxious feelings
close to grief. Badria said:

— Eat your food!

He looked up at her with heavy, dreamy eyes.

— Soon you’ll see my victory, Qamar.

He realized at once that his tongue had slipped and he saw
her face fall. He sat up in bed and said with a mixture of
affection and embarrassment:

— Your food is so tasty.

But she frowned and did not respond. He took a mouthful
of the hummus and said:

— It’s my turn to invite you to eat.

She turned her face away, muttering:

— She was old and she wasn’t beautiful.

He slumped as if broken and reproached her sadly:

— Don’t speak ill of her! A woman like her deserves to be
remembered with mercy.

She looked back at him hopefullybutsawterrible sadness in
his face and she turned away again and took refuge in silence.

87*********************

The losers of the battle slunk back, bowed by shame. They
kept as far away as they could from the lights of Omnibus’
home, which sparkled with rejoicing and merry-making. Each
man went to ground in his own home. The black news spread
like fire, accompanied by howls on all sides, and the wedding
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feast was snuffed out as if heaped over with earth. There were
wails of grief for Omnibus and for those of his men who had
been killed. The calamity had also involved some Rifaaite and
Gebelite men, who had been in the procession.

Who was the culprit? Qaasim, the shepherd — Qaasim, who
would have had tostay a pauper all his life but for Qamar! One
man said he had followed Qaasim’s party back to their hide-
out. People wondered whether they would remain in their
stronghold on the Jebel till they had destroyed all the men of
the Alley. Those who were asleep woke up and went out into
the road or the courtyards. One Gebelite shouted angrily:

— Kill all the Desert Rats!

But Bruiser silenced him.

— They'vedone nothing wrong; their strongman and many
of their men have been killed.

— Set Muqattam on fire!

— Bring Qaasim’s body for the dogs to eat!

— I'll drink his blood or divorce my wife.

— The rat! The vermin! The coward!

— He thinks the Jebel will protect him.

— Nothing but his tomb will protect him.

— He used to accept a millieme from me and kiss the
ground.

— He usedto pretend to be so nice and friendly tous; now
he betrays us and kills our men.

Next daythe whole Alleyturned out for a mass funeral. The
day after that the strongmen held a meeting in the house of
Trustee Rifaat, who was beside himself with anger and resent-
ment. He said with bitter sarcasm:

— We'd better barricade ourselvesinto the Alley, so as to be
safe from death.

Guzzler was more upset than any of them, but he wanted to
play things down to lessen his responsibility. He said:

— Itwas onlyafight between one strongman and some men
from his sector.
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Bruiser protested:

— One man in our sector was killed and three wounded.

Pilgrim Grim added:

— And one of our men was killed.

Rifaat said craftily to Guzzler:

— It’s a blow to your reputation, Strongman of the Alley.

His face puckered up with rage:

— A shepherd! God! You must be joking!

The Trustee was not going to be put off.

— A shepherd, maybe; but he’s become a menace. We
didn’t take his ravings seriously for a while and turned a blind
eye, in honor of his wife, but his wickedness knows no limits.
He pretended to be humble till he was powerful and could
destroy a strongman and his friends. Now he’s in his strong-
hold on the Jebel and his ambition will stop at nothing.

They exchanged angry glances. The Trustee went on:

— He’sluring people out.It’s disastrous —a disaster for the
whole Alley. We needn’t pretend not to know that. He prom-
ises the Trust to the people. The Trust won’t be enough even
for his friends, but nobody will believe that. The beggars won’t
believe it — and what a lot of them there are in this alley of
beggars! He promises to put an end to strongmen, and the
cowards are delighted — and what a lot of them there are in
this alley of cowards! You always find people here on the
winning side, so we’ll be lost if we don’t move.

Guzzler bellowed:

— He’s surrounded by rats. It’ll be easy to kill them.

Pilgrim Grim asked:

— But they have their stronghold on the Jebel, don’t they?

Bruiser said:

— We must study the Jebel till we find a way to them.

Rifaat urged them on:

— Do that! As I said, we're lost if we don’t move.

Guzzler grew still angrier and said to the Trustee meaning-
fully:
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— You remember how I planned to kill him while his wife
was alive, and her ladyship objected?

The Trustee avoided the eyes that were fixed on him and
said almost apologetically:

— It’s no use dwelling on our mistakes. (Then, after a brief
silence:) These bonds of kinship have been respected in our
Alley for a very long time.

There was unusual uproar outside, seeming to indicate
some fresh disaster. They were in a tense state of nerves, and
the Trustee called the gatekeeper and asked him what was
going on. The man reported:

— They say the shepherd has joined Qaasim, taking all the
Alley’s flock with him.

Guzzler jumped up, shouting:

— The dog — Alley of dogs — damn him!

The Trustee asked:

— What sector does the shepherd come from?

The gatekeeper answered:

— The Desert Rats. He’s called ‘Crookstaff.
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— Welcome, Crookstaff!

Qaasim embraced him and the shepherd said enthusiasti-
cally:

— I'was never against you; my heart was always with you. If
[ hadn’t been afraid I'd have been one of the first to join you.
As soon as I heard of the death of Omnibus, damn him, I
hurried to you bringing your enemies’ sheep.

Qaasim glanced at the flock in the space between the huts.
Thewomen had collected round them and there was a tumult
of joy. He laughed.
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— It's fair game after all the property of ours that they've
stolen in the Alley.

That day more people than ever rallied to Qaasim. Their
determination grew stronger and their hopes higher. How-
ever, Qaasim was awakened very early next morning by a
strange commotion. He left his hut at once and saw his men
hurrying towards him in confusion. Saadiq said:

— The Alley has come out to get its revenge, and they’re
gathering at the foot of the path.

Trinket said:

— I'was the firsttogo off to work and I saw them when I was
afew steps from the desert. I hurried back and some of them
chased me and caught me in the back with a stone. I called
Saadiq and Hassan, and a lot of our people came to the top of
the path, realized the danger and threwstones at the attackers
till they backed off.

Qaasim looked towards the top of the path and saw Hassan
and others standing there with stones in their hands. He said:

— We can hold them off there with ten men.

Hamroosh said:

—Ifthey come up nowit’llbesuicide;letthem come if they
want!

The men and women gathered round Qaasim, leaving the
huts empty. The men brought their cudgels, and the women
baskets of stones that had been prepared for such a day. The
first rays of the sun shone [rom a clear sky. Qaasim said:

— Is there another path to the town?

Saadiq said gloomily:

— There’s a path further south, two hours’ walk along the
Jebel.

Bullrush said:

— I don’t think we have enough water for more than two
days.

There were murmurs of anxiety, especially among the
women. Qaasim said:
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— They’ve come for revenge, not for asiege. If they besiege
uswe’ll rely on the other path to break through the blockade.

He was thinking hard, but only calm showed in his face, at
which they were all gazing. If they were besieged they would
have the greatest difficulty in fetching water by the southern
path. And if he and his men attacked, could they be sure of
victory against men led by Guzzler, Bruiser and Pilgrim Grim?
What fate lay in wait for them at the end of this day? He went
back to hishutand cameoutclutching his cudgel, then joined
Hassan and his men at the top of the path. Hassan told him:

— None of them dares come close.

Qaasim went to the brink of the precipice and saw his
enemies in a crescent formation in the desert, far out ofrange
of any stones. He was horrified at their numbers, but he could
notpickoutthestrongmenamongthem.Helooked outacross
the waste at the Great House, the home of Gebelaawi, who was
sunk in silence as though he did not care that his children were
fighting for hissake. How theyneeded histremendousstrength,
which had subdued these places in times gone by! Qaasim
would perhaps not have been so anxious had it not been for
the memory of the death of Rifaa near to his Ancestor’s house.

He felt an urge to shout at the top of his voice ‘Gebelaawi!’
asthe people of the Alleysometimes do,buthe heardwomen'’s
voices nearby and turned to look. He saw his men strung out
along the brink of the precipice looking at their enemies, and
thewomen approaching thesame places. He shouted to them
togoback,andwhentheyhesitated he shoutedstilllouder that
they must get some food ready and carry on work as usual. He
kepton atthe women till they obeyed his orders. Saadiq came
over, and said:

— Well done! What I'm most afraid of is the effect of
Guzzler’s name on us.

Hassan said:

— There’s nothing for it but to strike. (He waved his
cudgel). It’d be impossible for us to go about getting a living,
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now that they know our hiding place. There’s nothing for it
but to attack.

Qaasim turned his head and looked at the Great House.

— You're right. What do you say Saadiq?

— Let’s wait till night comes.

Hassan protested:

— Waiting would only harm us, and night would be no use
to us in a battle.

Qaasim mused:

— What can their plan be?

Saadiq said:

— To force us to come down to them.

Qaasim thought for a while, then said:

— If Guzzler is killed, victory is ours. (He looked at the two
of them and added:) If he falls, Bruiser and Pilgrim Grim will
fight for his place.

The sun climbed higher and the stones gleamed, promising
a scorching day. Hassan asked:

— Can you two tcll me what’s to be done?

His question clearly referred to the siege, but there was not
time for either of them to answer before there came awoman’s
scream from the directionofthe encampment followed imme-
diately by more screams. They heard a voice shouting:

— We’ve been attacked from the other side.

The men pulled back from the brink and rushed to the
southern end of the encampment. Qaasim told those who
stayed to defend the path tobe still more watchful. He ordered
Trinket to fetch the able-bodied women to join the guard on
the path. Then he ran with Hassan and Saadiq towards the
encampment to join his men there. They could all see Guzzler
leading a large company of men from the southern end of the
Jebel. Qaasim said angrily:

— He sent the others to distract us so that he could make his
way round the Jebel and reach us by the southern path.

Hassan’s gigantic body was pulsing with energy. He roared:
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— He’s walking to his death.

Qaasim bellowed:

— We must win and we shall win.

His men spread out on either side like two strong arms. The
enemy came on, their cudgels bristling like thornsin a thicket,
till every detail was clearly visible. Saadiq said:

— Neither Bruiser nor Pilgrim Grim is with them.

Qaasim realized that Bruiser and Pilgrim Grim must be
leading the party at the foot of the Jebel. He guessed the two
of them would attack whatever the cost, but he told no one his
thoughts. He went a fewstepsforward, brandishing his cudgel,
and his men gripped theirs. They heard Guzzler’s harsh voice
shouting:

— You shan’t have a decent burial, you bastards!

Qaasimrushedinto the attack, surrounded by his men. The
enemy hurled themselves forward like an avalanche, and the
onslaughtbeganwithagreatroaringandabanging of cudgels.
At the same time the women defending the path pelted stones
atan attack beginning from below. Every one of Qaasim’s men
was locked in combat with one of the enemy. Qaasim and
Freewheeler were fencing violently and skillfully. Guzzler’s
cudgel broke Hamroosh’s collar-bone. Saadiq fought repeat-
edly against Zaynhum till Hassan knocked him out with a
furious blow. Guzzler felled Crookstaff with a thump on the
neck. Qaasim managed to hit Freewheeler on the ear and he
screamed and retreated, then collapsed. Zaynhum charged
fiercely at Saadiq, who was too quick for him and jabbed him
in the stomach twice, bringing him down. Trinket got the
better of Hafnaawi, but Guzzler put his arm out of action
before he could enjoy his victory. Hassan took a swing at
Guzzler, but he dodged it nimbly and lifted his cudgel to strike
back. Before he could do so, Qaasim aimed a blow at him, but
he took it on his cudgel. Wagtail rushed across to give him a
third blow, but Guzzler butted him in the face, breaking his
nose. Guzzler seemed to be an irresistible force.
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The battle grew fiercer and the cudgels banged together
mercilessly and there was a stream of curses and insults. The
blood flowed under the burning sun, and on each side one
man after another fell. Guzzler was burning with rage at this
unexpectedly brave resistance, and he grew ever fiercer in his
attacks, his blows and his cruelty. On his side, Qaasim told
Hassan and Bullrush toseize the next opportunity to join him
in an attack on Guzzler to break the bond that held the
attackers together. At that moment one of the women defend-
ing the path rushed over to scream a warning:

— They’re coming up under cover of pastry boards.

The men of the Jebel were terrified. Guzzler yelled:

— You shan’t have a decent burial, you bastards!

Qaasim called to his men:

— Win your victory before the criminals get to the top!

He charged at Guzzler, flanked by Hassan and Bullrush.
The strongman lashed out at him, but he took the blow on his
cudgel. Bullrush tried to get in a quick smash, but the brute
caughthim on the chinand hefellflat on hisface. Hassan leapt
towards Guzzler and they exchanged a couple of blows. Then
Hassan threw himself on him for a fight to the death. The
women at the top of the path were screaming and some of
them began running away. The position was critical. Qaasim
hastily sent Saadiq with reinforcements to the brink of the
precipice, then herushed at Guzzler, but ‘Tortoise’ lumbered
into his path and a fierce battle ensued between them.

Hassan pushed Guzzler with all his might, forcing him to
retreat one step, then spat in his eyes, bellowing, kicked him
ontheknee,then charged with terrific speed and butted him
inthe stomach like amad bull. The tyrant lost his balance and
fell on his back. Hassan knelt on top of him and pressed his
cudgel on the man’s neck with all the strength of both his
hands. Men came up to defend their strongman, but Qaasim
andsome of his men kept them off. Guzzler’slegsthrashed, his
eyes bulged, his face went crimson and he began to choke.
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Suddenly Hassan jumped up to stand over his weakened
enemy, brought his cudgel down with wild fury and smashed
his skull. He shouted in a thunderous voice:

— Guzzler is dead. Your Strongman is dead. See his body!

The unexpected death of Guzzler had a powerful effect,
bringing new hope to one side, despair to the other. Hassan
joined Qaasim in his struggle, and every blow he struck hitits
mark. Allover the battlefield men were crouching and pounc-
ing, cudgels rising and falling. A cloud of dust was rising, and
the fighters were crowned with blood. There were groans,
shouts, curses, screams, roars. Every few minutes a man stag-
gered and fell, or drew back and fled. The fallen lay strewn on
the ground and blood glistened in the sun.

Qaasim went aside and looked towards the top of the path
where the situation worried him. He saw Saadiq and his men
sending downbasketfuls of stoneswithanurgencythatshowed
how near was the danger from below. He heard the women,
among them his wife, screaming for help. He saw some of
Saadiq’s men grasping their cudgels, ready to meet those who
persisted in coming up under the hail of stones. He realized
how critical the positionwas and at once went over to Guzzler’s
body, which was now some way from the fighting because the
men from the Alley had retreated. He began dragging it
towards the path and called Saadiq, who hurried over and
helped himtocarrythe bodytothetopofthe path. They threw
it over and it plunged down and rolled to the feet of the
attackers under their pastry boards. Therewas consternation;
Pilgrim Grim’s angry voice rang out:

— On! Up! Damn the criminals!

Qaasim shouted scornfully, with amazing cool:

— Come on up! That’syour strongman’s body, and behind
me are the bodies of the rest of your people. Come on up!
We're waiting for you.

He gave asign to the men and women and theyrained down
stones till the vanguard of the attackers halted and began to
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retreat slowly, in spite of the urging of Pilgrim Grim and
Bruiser. Qaasim heard a buzz of rebellion and argument and
complaint, and he shouted:

— Bruiser! Pilgrim Grim! Come on! Don’t run away!

Bruiser’s voice was heard, full of hatred:

— Come down ifyou’re men! Come down you women, you
bastards!

Pilgrim Grim stood still amid the wave of retreating men
and yelled:

—May I dieilIdon’tdrink yourblood,you filthy shepherd.

Qaasim picked up a stone and hurled it with all his might.
The shower of stones went on, and the retreat grew faster till
itwas almostarout. Then Hassan came across, wiping away the
blood that flowed from his forehead, and said:

— The battle is over. Those of them that are alive are
running away towards the south.

Qaasim shouted:

— Call the men to pursue them.

But Saadiq said:

— Your mouth and chin are bleeding.

He wiped his mouth with his hand, looked at it and saw that
it was bright red. Hassan said sadly:

— Eight of us have been killed, and those who are still alive
have too many injuries to do anything.

He looked down through the shower of stones and saw his
enemies rushing down the path. Saadiq said:

— If they’d finished their climb they wouldn’t have found
asingle man able to stand against them. (He kissed Qaasim’s
bleeding chin.) Your cleverness has saved us.

Qaasim ordered two men to stay on guard at the top of the
path and sent two others after the fleeing enemy to obtain
news. Then he, Saadiq and Hassan limped their painful and
weary way back to thebattlefield, where onlythe corpses ofthe
dead remained. It had been a bloodbath — and what a
bloodbath! Eight of his men had been killed and ten of the
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enemy, besides Guzzler. Not one of his surviving men was
without a fracture or a wound. They retired to their huts and
the women began tending their injuries, while the huts of the
deadresounded with crying and wailing. Badriacameup sadly
and invited them to go to the hut for their wounds to be
washed. Then Sakeena came, carrying Ihsaan who was crying
loudly. The sunwas pouring downits heat from the zenith, and
in theskykites and crows circledor hoveredand swooped. The
airwasheavywiththe smell of bloodand dust. Ihsaan could not
stop crying, but no one took any notice of her. Even the
gigantic Hassan seemed to be reeling. Saadiq murmured:

— May God have mercy on our dead!

Qaasim said:

— May God have mercy on both the living and the dead!

Hassan's spirits began to revive and he said:

— Soon we shall win our victory, and the Alley will say
goodbye to the age of blood and terror.

Qaasim said:

To hell with terror and blood!
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Never before had the Alley witnessed such a disaster. The
men came back silent, dazed, exhausted and with eyes down-
castbehind leaden eyelids. They found that news of the defeat
had gone before them and the tenements throbbed with the
sound of wailing and breast-beating. The story spread round
neighboring alleys, and the terrible reputation of our Alley
became the talk of malicious tongues. It became clear that all
the Desert Rat families had fled their sector, fearing reprisals.
Their houses and shops were empty, and no one doubted that
they would join thevictoriousson of their sector, adding to his
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numbers and his strength. Grief hung over the mourning
Alley, but it was a grief that breathed out hatred and resent-
ment and a longing for revenge.

Some men from Gebel’s sector began talking about who
shouldbe Strongman of the Alley,and soon the same question
was being asked in Rifaa’s sector. Bad feeling spread like dust
inasandstorm. Trustee Rifaat heard whatideaswerespawning
and sent for Pilgrim Grim and Bruiser to meet him. They
arrived, each surrounded by his strongest men, so that the
Trustee’s drawing room was packed. Each party occupied one
side of the room, as i[ it were no longer safe for them to mix
with their neighbors. The Trustee saw the meaning of this and
grew still more worried. He said:

— You know a disaster hasstruck us, but we’re not dead yet,
we're not finished yet. We still have the strength towin, as long
as we stay united. Otherwise it’s goodbye to us.

One of the Gebelite men said:

— We shall strike the last blow, as sure asday follows night.

Pilgrim Grim complained:

— Ifthey weren’tin their stronghold on the Jebel they’d all
be dead.

A third man spoke:

— Guzzler faced them after a long, hard march that was
enough to bring a camel to its knees.

The Trustee asked impatiently:

— Tell me how united you are.

Bruiser replied:

— We’re brothers, thank God, and we’ll stay that way.

— That’s what you say, but if you come in such numbers it
shows how you mistrust each other.

Pilgrim Grim said:

— No, it’s because of everybody’s thirst for revenge.

The Trusteestood tensely, his eyes darting from face to grim
face, and said:

— Be honest! You have one eye on each other and one eye
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on Guzzler’s vacant post of Chief Strongman. The Alley will
know no peace as long as this lasts. What I'm most afraid ofiis
that cudgels will come into it and you’ll all be destroyed — a
tasty morsel for Qaasim to gobble up.

Several voices exclaimed together:

— God forbid!

The Trustee said in a loud, clear voice:

— There are now only two sectors: Gebel’s and Rifaa’s.
There’s no need for one strongman over both. Let us agree on
that and be one force against the emigrants.

For afew moments there was an awed silence; then several
voices said without enthusiasm:

— Yes! Yes!

Bruiser said:

— We’ll be content with that, though we have always been
the lords of the Alley.

Pilgrim Grim said truculently:

— Let’s accept but without any thanks. There are no lords
and commoners here, especially since the Desert Rats went
away. Who can deny that Rifaa was the noblest man our Alley
has known?

Bruiser retorted furiously:

— Pilgrim Grim! I know what’s going on in your mind.

One of the Rifaaites was about to speak, but the Trustee
thundered:

— Tell me whether or not you'’re going to be men. If any
news of your weakness gets out, the Desert Rats will sweep
down from the Jebel like wolves. T ell me, can you stand united,
or must | look somewhere else?

Several men, scattered about the room, shouted:

— Quiet! Shame on you all! Our Alley is on the brink of
losing everything!

They looked submissively at the Trustee. He said:

— You're still superior in numbers and strength, butdon’t
attack the Jebel again. (Theylooked puzzled. Hewenton:) We
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must besiege them on the Jebel. We’ll mount a guard on the
two paths leading up, and either they’ll die of hunger or they’'ll
be forced to come down to you and you’ll destroy them.

Bruiser said:

—That’stheanswer. That’s what I told poor Guzzler but he
thought a siege would be cowardice and refused to do any-
thing but attack.

Pilgrim Grim said:

— That’s the answer all right. But we must put it off till our
men have rested.

The Trustee called on them to make a pact of brotherhood
and cooperation and they shook hands and swore oaths.

It was plain to everyone in the following days that Bruiser
and Pilgrim Grim were treating their followers more harshly,
to cover up the traces of their defeat. They spread the word in
the Alley that, but for Guzzler’s stupidity, Qaasim would have
been destroyed without difficulty; Guzzler’s insistence on
climbing the Jebelhadupset hismenandsapped their strength
and courage, so that they had met the enemy in the worst
possible condition. People believed what they were told, and
anyone who showed any doubt was insulted and cursed and
beaten. As for whoshould be Strongman of the Alley, no one
was allowed to talk about it at all, at least not openly; but many
discussed in the hashish dens who would succeed Guzzler after
victory.

In spite of the agreement and the oath, an atmosphere of
mistrust developed. Each strongman was on his guard, and
neither would move from his headquarters without a crowd of
followers. However, preparations for the day of vengeance did
notstop for asingle moment. They agreed that Bruiser and his
men should camp by the path from Muqattam Bazaar and that
Pilgrim Grim should camp with his men by the Citadel path.
Theywould stickto their positions—alifetimeif need be! The
women would do all the buying and selling and would bring
them food.

391



Children of Gebelaawi

The evening before they were to set out, they gathered in
the various hashish dens, bringing jugs of ale and wine, and
theywent onsmoking hashishand getting drunk till late in the
night. Pilgrim Grim’s mensaidgoodnightto himinfrontofhis
tenement-house in Rifaa’s sector, leaving him in a high state of
merriment and exultation. He pushed open the door and
staggered down the passage humming: ‘What is my first-oh...’
But he did not finish. A figure leapt at him from behind, put
one hand over his mouth, and plunged a knife into his heart
with the other. The body shuddered in his arms and he
lowered itwithoutasound and laid it outgentlyon the ground,
motionless in the pitch darkness.
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A terrible uproar woke the Alley very early next morning.
Windows opened and heads appeared, turning quickly to-
wards the tenement-house in which lived Pilgrim Grim,
strongman of Rifaa’s people. A large crowd had gathered,
shouting and wailing. The entry passage of the house was
packed with men and women. There was much asking of
questions and giving of explanations, but from the many eyes
red with crying it was clear that the news was very bad. People
hurried over from every tenement-house and every hovel, and
soon Bruiser arrived with his retinue. The crowd parted for
them and they reached the passageway. Bruiser shouted:

— What a disaster! Oh Pilgrim Grim! If only I could have
been your ransom!

The crying and the wailing and the questions stopped, but
he didn’t hear a single friendly word. He spoke again:

— A foul plot! No strongman would be guilty of such
treachery, but Qaasim, the shepherd, he’s a beggar, not a
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strongman. I shan’t be happy till I've thrown his body to the
dogs.

A woman shouted sarcastically:

— Congratulations, Bruiser, Strongman of the Alley!

Hescowled. Those nearestto himwere silent, but there was
a murmuring from further back. He bellowed:

— Women had better keep their mouths shut on this dark
day.

The woman spoke again:

— Let those who have ears hear!

There was uproar. When it had died down Bruiser said:

— A cunning plot! Hatched in the dark to drive a wedge
between us!

Another woman shouted:

— Plotindeed! Qaasim and hisDesertRatsare on the Jebel,
and Pilgrim Grim was murdered here in the midst of his own
people and his ambitious neighbors.

Bruiser yelled:

— A mad woman! Anybody who listens to her is mad. Ifyou
go on like this we’ll soon be killing each other as Qaasim has
planned.

Ajugsmashed at Bruiser’s feet. Ashe and his menretreated,
he said:

— The bastard knew how to spoil things between us.

He went ofT at once to Trustee’s House. The uproar grew
worse alter he had gone. Two men — a Rifaaite and a Gebelite
— started a violent quarrel, two women followed suit, and
urchins [rom the two sectors began fighting. A war of words
broke out, with torrents of abuse pouring from the windows.
Confusion ruled the Alley till the men of each sector had
regrouped, brandishing their cudgels. The Trustee left his
house, surrounded by servants and henchmen, and made his
way to the point between the twosectors. He shouted at the top
of his voice:
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— Come to your senses! Anger is going to blind you to your
real enemy, Pilgrim Grim’s murderer.

One of the Rifaaites shouted:

— How do you know that? Which of the Desert Rats would
have dared come into the Alley?

Rifaat yelled:

— Why would the Gebelites have killed Pilgrim Grim today
when they most need him?

— Ask the culprits, don’t ask us.

— The Rifaaites will never submitto a Gebelite strongman.

— They’ll pay dearly for his blood.

The Trustee shouted again:

—Don’tfitinwith the plot, oryou’llsee Qaasim descending
on you like the plague.

— Let Qaasim come if he wants to, but Bruiser isn’t going
to be strongman over us.

The Trustee was in despair.

— We're finished. We’ll be ruined.

There were shouts of:

— Ruin is better than Bruiser.

A stonewas flung from Rifaa’ssector and landed among the
men of Gebel’s sector, who replied in kind. The Trustee
retreated hastily. Stones flew in both directions. In no time the
two sectors were involved in a bloody battle, extending even to
therooftops, wherewomen pelted each other with bits of brick
and stone and clay and wood. The battle lasted a long time,
although the Rifaaites were fighting without their strongman
and many of them fell before Bruiser’s unerring blows.

Women began shouting from the windows, but their cries
were lostin the noise of the battle. However, theycould be seen
pointing in horror, now to the east and now to the west. People
turned to look, and saw Qaasim in front of the Great House
bearing down with a party of his men brandishing their
cudgels, while Hassan approached from the opposite direc-
tion with another party. Warning shouts rang out, and events
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followed one another quickly. The fighting stopped. Instinc-
tively they drew together, those who were winning and those
who were losing, and divided into two parties to meet the
attackers. Bruiser shouted furiously:

— I said it was a trick, and you didn’t believe me.

Theygotreadyforbattleinaterrible state of exhaustionand
despair. But Qaasim suddenly stopped his approachandsodid
Hassan, seemingtoactononeplan. Qaasimshoutedatthetop
of his voice.

— We don’t want to harm anybody. There is no victor and
no vanquished. We are all children of one Alley and one
Ancestor, and the Trust belongs to everybody.

Bruiser shouted:

— A new trick!

Qaasim said angrily:

— Don’t force them to fight to defend your position as
strongman. Defend it by yourself if you like.

Bruiser screamed:

— Attack!

Herushed at Qaasim’s party, and anumber of men followed
him while othersattacked Hassan and his men. But manyhung
back. The wounded and the exhausted slipped away to their
houses, and the hesitant followed them. Only Bruiser and his
gang were left. Neverthelesstheyput up a savage fight, lashing
out desperately with cudgels, fists, feet and heads. Bruiser
concentrated his attack on Qaasim with blind hatred. They
fought fiercely, and Qaasim took his opponent’s blows nimbly
and warily on his cudgel. Meanwhile Qaasim’s men overcame
Bruiser’s gang by sheer numbers and they went down under
dozens of cudgels. Hassan and Saadiq leapt on Bruiser, who
was still battling with Qaasim. Saadiq thumped his cudgel and
Hassan brought his stick down on his head, once, twice, three
times. Bruiser dropped his cudgel and leapt away, then fell flat
on his face like a slaughtered ox. The battle was over and the
sounds of cudgels and screams stopped. The victors stood
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panting and wiping the blood from their faces and hands, in
spite of which they were grinning at the thought of triumph
and peace. There were howls from many windows. Bruiser’s
men lay scattered over the ground under the scorching sun.
Saadiq said to Qaasim:

— You’ve won. God has given you victory. Our Ancestor
doesn’t get his choices wrong. The Alley will hear no howls of
sorrow after today.

Qaasim smiled calmly, then turned with determination and
looked at Trustee’s House. All eyes were fixed on him.

Q 1 * * *k 3k * ok *x >k ¥ ok ¥ k ¥ *x *x * k *x * *x X

Qaasim led his men to Trustee’s House. They found the
door and windows locked, and all was wrapped in gloomy
silence. Hassan knocked hard on the door but no one an-
swered. Several men banded together to heave at the door till
it burst open. Qaasim went in, followed by his men, but they
found notrace of thegatekeeper or anyservants. They hurried
to the drawing room, then went over the rooms on all three
floors. Itwas plain that the Trustee, his family and his servants
had fled. Qaasim indeed was not sorry about this, for deep
down he had not wanted the Trustee harmed, for the sake of
his wife, without whom he himself would have been destroyed
at the outset. But Hassan and the others were furious at the
escape of this man who had made people taste poverty and
humiliation all his life.

Thus Qaasim completed his victory and became the undis-
puted headman of the Alley. He took over the duties of the
trusteeship, for the Trusthad to haveatrustee. The DesertRats
returned to their sector and with them came all those who had
left for fear of the strongmen, led by Yahiaa. Forty days passed
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peacefully, wounds healed, minds were steadied and hearts
were calmed.

Then one day Qaasimstoodin frontof the Great House and
called everyone to him, both men and women. They came,
nervous and curious, imagining all kinds of things. The place
was packedwithDesert Rats, Rifaaites and Gebelites, all mixed
up together. Qaasim looked at once smiling, modest and awe-
inspiring. He pointed up towards the Great House and said:

— There lives Gebelaawi, the Ancestor of us all. No sector
is more closely related to him than any other, nor is any
individual, man or woman.

Their faceswerefilled withsurpriseandrelief, especially the
faces of those who had expected to hear the speech of a
conqueror. Qaasim went on:

— Aroundyou is the property of his Trust. It will belong to
you all equally as he promised Adham when he said to him:
‘The Trust will belong to your descendants.” We must use it
properlysothatweallgetourshare and live asAdham wanted
to, in plenty and peace and happiness.

The people looked at one another asif theywere in adream
as he continued:

— The Trustee has gone, never to return. The strongmen
have been wiped out, and from now on there will be no
strongman in our Alley. You won’t pay protection money to a
tyrant or bow down to a drunken brute. Your lives can be spent
in love and mercy and peace.

His eyes roved over their radiant faces.

— Itis in your own hands for things not to go back to what
they were. Watch your Trustee, and if he betrays you, dismiss
him. If one of you is greedy for power, beat him; and if any
person or any sector claim to be lords, punish them. Only in
this way will you insure that things don’t go back to what they
were. God be with you!

That day some people were consoled for their dead, others
for their defeat. They looked to the future as hopefully as they
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would watch the full moon rising on a spring night. Qaasim
shared the income of the Trust out fairly after keeping back a
sum for construction and repairs. Of course, each person got
only a small share, but the feeling of justice and honor was
boundless. Qaasim’s life was spentin building and renovation
and peace. The Alley had never known such unity, harmony
and happiness as it enjoyed in his time. Of course, there were
a few of Gebel's people who harbored feelings they did not
show and who whispered to one another: ‘Are we, children of
Gebel, to be ruled by aDesert Rat?’ The same was true of some
of Rifaa’s people. Indeed, certain Desert Rats did become
proud and haughty; but not a voice was raised to disturb the
harmony while Qaasim was alive.

The DesertRatssaw in him a model man such as had never
been before nor would ever be again. He combined strength
with gentleness, wisdom with simplicity, warmth with dignity,
lordliness with humility, and efficiency with honesty. More-
over he was lively, cheerful and good-mannered and it was a
pleasure to smoke hashish with him. He was an affectionate
companion, not to mention his good taste, his sense of humor
and his love of music. Nothing changed about him, except of
course his further marriages. It was as if he were following the
same course there as he did in his renewal and expansion of
the Trust. In spite of his love for Badria, he married a beautiful
woman from Gebel’s sector and another from Rifaa’s, and he
also wooed and won a woman from among the Desert Rats.
Some people said he was looking for something he had lost
with his first wife, Qamar. His uncle Zakariasaid he wanted to
strengthen his ties with all three sectors. But the Alley did not
need any explanation or justification of what happened; the
truth was that much as they admired his character, they
admired his virility and love of women far more. In our Alley
the capacity to love women is a thing men boast of, and it gives
amana prestige as great as or greater than that of astrongman.

Be that as it may, the people had never before felt that they
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were their own masters, responsible for their affairs without a
trustee who robbed them or a strongman who humiliated
them. Never before had they known the brotherhood, love
and peace they knew in his day. People said that if the Alley had
been plagued with forgetfulness, the time had come to be rid
of that plague, and we would be rid of it for ever.

That is what they said.

That is what they said, old Alley!
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92*********************

No one who looks at the state of our Alley will believe what
the rebec tells in the cafes. Who was Gebel? Who was Rifaa?
Who was Qaasim? Where, outside the world of the cafe, are the
good works that are referred to? All that the eye seesis an alley
sunk in darkness and bards singing of dreams. How did our
affairs come to such a pass? What became of Qaasim and his
united people and the Trust used for the common good?
Where did this greedy Trustee and these crazy strongmen
come from?

Youwillhearitsaid,asthe hookah goesroundin the hashish
dens amid laughter and sighs, that Saadiq succeeded Qaasim
in the trusteeship and followed in his footsteps, but that there
was a faction that thought Hassan had more right to the post
because of his closerelationship to Qaasim and because it was
he who had killed the strongmen. They urged Hassan to take
up his invincible cudgel, but he refused to lead them back to
the age of violence. However, the Alley was divided against
itself, and some of Gebel’s and Rifaa’s people came out into
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the open with their secret grudges. When Saadiq died the ugly
face of frustrated wishes was revealed, the cudgels came back
into action and there was bloodshed within each sector and
between the sectors, till the Trustee himself was killed in a
battle. With no one holding the reins, peace and security were
destroyed and the people found no way to avoid recalling the
last of Trustee Rifaat’s descendants tooccupythe position that
greedy hands were fighting for.

Thus Qadri became Trustee, and the sectors went back to
their old clannishness, with a strongman ruling over each.
Therewas aseries of battles over who should be Strongman of
the Alley, tillSaadallahwasvictorious. Hetook over Strongman’s
House and became the Trustee’s right-hand man. Yoosuf
became master of Gebel's sector, ‘Fisticuff’ of Rifaa’s and
‘Harpstrings’ of Qaasim’s. The Trustee shared out the Trust’s
income fairly at first, and the program of building and renova-
tionwenton. Butsoon greed got the better of the Trustee and
the strongmen, as was to be expected, and they went back to
the old system, the Trustee taking half the revenue for himself
and dividing the remaining half between the other four, who
keptitforthemselvestothe detriment of the beneficiaries. Not
content with that, they had the cheek to extort protection
moneyfromtheir poorfollowers. Building stopped and houses
were left half finished or worse.

Nothing seemed to have changed, except that the Desert
Rats’ sector was now-Qaasim’s sector, with a strongman just
like any other, and it had tenement-houses on either side
instead of hovels and ruins. The people of the Alley had
reverted to what they had been in the bad old days, without
honor or dignity, worn out by poverty, terrorized by cudgels,
battered with blows. Filth and flies and lice were everywhere,
and the place swarmed with beggars and cripples and swin-
dlers. Gebel, Rifaa and Qaasim were only names — songs
chanted by drugged bards in the cafes. Each faction was proud
of its hero, of whom no trace remained, and they quarrelled
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and fought about them. Various phrases went around the
hashish dens: ‘What’s the use?’ (of the world, not of drugs) or
‘It all ends in death; let’s die at the hand of God and notunder
astrongman’s cudgel. The best we can do is get drunk or take
hashish.’ They wailed sad songs about treachery, poverty and
degradation, or chanted bawdy onesinthe earsofanymanor
woman who was seeking consolation, however terrible their
misfortune. At times of particular misery people would say:
‘What is written is written. Gebel can’t help, nor Rifaa nor
Qaasim. Our fate is flies in this world and dust in the next.’

It's amazing that, aflter all this, our Alley kept its high
reputation in other alleys. Neighbors would point it out and
say with admiration: ‘Gebelaawi Alley!’, while we squatted in
our corners, grave and silent as if content with our precious
memories, or straining to catch the soft murmuring of a voice
deepinside us: ‘IL’s not impossible that what happened yester-
day will happen tomorrow, and the dreams of the rebec will
come true again, and the darkness will be lifted from our
world.’

93*********************

Early one alternoon, the Alley saw a strange young man
arrive from the direction of the desert, followed by another
who was little taller than a dwarf. He wore a gray jellaba next
to the skin, [astened with a belt, above which it bulged with the
things inside. His shoes wereworn and torn and his head was
bare, with thick, disheveled hair. He was brown and had
restless, piercing eyes with a haunted look, and he moved with
poiseand confidence. He stoppedforamomentinfrontofthe
Great House, then came on unhurriedly, followed by his
companion. People stared asif tosay: ‘A stranger in our Alley!
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What a cheek!” He read it in the eyes of the peddlers and
shopkeepers and of the people sitting in the cafes or looking
downfrom theirwindows,and evenin the eyesof the dogsand
cats. He almost imagined the very flies might avoid him
contemptuously. Urchins scrutinised him aggressively, and
some of them advanced on him while others loaded their
catapults or searched the ground for stones. He gave them a
friendly smile, put his hand inside his jellaba, pulled out some
peppermints, and began handing them out. They came up
happily andstood chewing the peppermints and lookingup at
him in admiration. He spoke to them, still smiling:

— Is there an empty basement to let? I'll give a bag of
peppermints to whoever shows me.

Awomansittingontheground infront ofatenement-house
asked:

— A thousand curses on you! Who are you to live in our
Alley?

He laughed:

— I'm Arafa; at your service: a son of this Alley as much as
anybody, just back after a long absence.

The woman eyed him sharply.

— Whose son are you, mother’s boy?

He roared with laughter.

— The son of ‘She-Mule’. Did you know her?

— She-Mule? The fortune-teller?

— The very one!

A woman spoke from where she leaned against a wall,
following the conversation as she deloused a boy’s head:

— In those days you were a little boy running about after
your mother; I remember you. But everything about you’s
changed except your eyes.

The first woman said:

— Yes! And where’s your mother? Dead? God rest her soul!
I often sat by her basket asking about the unknown and
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whispering prayers, with her casting shells and telling the
answers. God rest your soul, She-Mule!

— Long life to you! Perhaps you can tell me of an empty
basement.

The woman stared at him with bleary eyes and asked:

— What’s brought you back after all this time?

I'e said with mock wisdom:

— A man’s steps lead back to his own alley and his own
people.

She pointed (o a tenement-house in Rifaa’s sector.

— There’s a basement there for you,; it’s been empty since
the woman who lived there died in a fire, God rest her soul!
Doesn’t that {righten you?

A woman looking out of her window laughed and said:

— This is a man devils will be scared of.

e looked up, his face [ull of laughter.

— Delightful Alley! What charming, witty people! Now I
know why my mother told me to come back! (Then, looking at
the seated woman:) We must all die, whether by [ire or water,
devils or cudgels.

Ile said goodbye to her and went towards the tenement-
house she had pointed out. Many pairs of eyes followed him.
One man said mockingly:

— We know who his mother was, but who was his [ather?

An old woman said:

— God alone knows!

Someone else said:

— IHe can claimtobe thesonoflafather from Gebel’ssector
or Rifaa’s or Qaasim'’s, just as it suits him. God rest hismother’s
soul!

Arafa’s companion whispered angrily to him:

— Why did you bring us back to this place?

Arala went on smiling.

— I hcear this sort of talk everywhere, and anyway this is our
Alley. It's the only one we can live in, and we've had enough of
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wandering round the bazaars and sleeping in the desert or in
ruins. Besides, these people are good, in spite of their foul
tongues, and stupid, in spite of their cudgels. Here we can
easily earn our living; remember that, Hanash, you old snake!

Hanash shrugged his narrow shoulders as if to say: ‘God
knows.” A drugged man stopped them and asked Arafa:

— What do we call you?

— Arafa.

— Arafa what?

— Arafa son of She-Mule.

The bystandersroared with laughter at his humiliation. The
man said:

— Wewondered alot whenyour mother was pregnantwho
the father was. Did she tell you?

Arafa laughed louder to hide his discomfort and said:

— She herself died without knowing.

He went off, leaving them laughing. The news of his return
spread fast. Before he had taken over the basement, the boy
from the Rifaaite cafe came and said:

— Our strongman, Fisticuff, wants to see you.

He went to the nearby cafe. His eye was first caught by the
paintings on the wall above the bard’s bench. At the bottom
was a picture of Fisticuff mounted on his horse, above it one of
Trustee Qadri, with his magnificent moustache and his splen-
did robe, and at the top was a picture of Gebelaawi lifting
Rifaa’sbodyout of the grave totakeit to his house. He looked
at these with interest as he went into the cafe. He found
Fisticuff sitting on abench on theright-hand side surrounded
by his cronies and supporters. Arafa went over to him, and the
strongman gave hima longlook of contempt, asifto hypnotize
him before attacking. Arafa said, raising a hand:

— Greetings to our strongman, our protector and helper!

Fisticuff’s narrow eyes were full of scorn.

— Pretty words, young man, but words are not enough
around here.
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Arafa smiled.

— Other things will soon follow, I hope.

— We have more beggars than we need.

— I’'m not a beggar, sir; I'm a magician known to millions.

They exchanged glances. Fisticuff said with a frown:

— What do you mean, you son of a crazy mother!?

Arafaputhishandinthe breast of his jellaba and pulled out
an exquisite little box the size of a jujube. He went up to the
strongman meekly and held it out to him. Fisticuff took it
without interest, opened it and saw some dark substance. He
looked up inquiringly. Arafa said with boundless confidence:

—Agrain ofthatin a cup of tea two hours before you-know-
what and afterwards either you'll be pleased with Arafa or you
can chase him away with your curses.

They all craned their necks with a new eagerness. Even
Fisticuff could not hide his interest, but he asked with feigned
contempt:

— Is that your magic?

— I also have precious incenses and wonderful medicines
and potions and amulets. My real power is seen when people
are sick or infertile or feeling weak.

Fisticuff said threateningly:

— Well, well! We look forward to getting your protection
money.

Arafa was alarmed but his face grew still merrier as he said:

— All I possess is at your disposal, sir.

The strongman laughed suddenly and said:

— Butyou haven’t told us who your father was.

He answered good-humoredly:

— Perhaps you know better than I do!

Theyrocked with laughter, and there were plenty of sarcas-
tic comments. When Arafa got away from the smoke-filled cafe
he said to himself: ‘Nobody knows who his own father was, and
nor do you, Fisticuff. Sons of bitches!’

Arafa and Hanash went over the basement happily. He said:
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— Bigger than I expected; very suitable, Hanash. This will
doasthe consulting room, and we canliveintheroomatthe
back. The other one will be the workshop.

Hanash asked anxiously:

— Which room do you think the woman was burned to
death in?

Arafa’s hearty laughter echoedround the emptyrooms. He
asked:

— Are you afraid of spirits, Hanash? We’ll work with them,
as Gebel worked with snakes. (He looked round happily.) We
have only one window, in the room next to the Alley; we shall
look up at the road between iron bars. This tomb has one
excellent feature, it can’t be robbed.

— It might be broken into.

— It might (Then, with a sigh:) Everything I do is for
people’sgood, butall my life I've met with nothing butinsults.

— Success will make up for all the harm that’s been done to
you — or to your poor mother.

9 4 * *x * *x * *x * * * *x * *x * * *x * *x * *x * *

In his spare time Arafa used to enjoy sitting on an old sofa
and watching whatwent on in the Alley through the basement
window, his head resting against the bars. His eye was at
ground level and he could see the passing of feet and barrows,
of dogs and cats, of insects and urchins. But he could not see
people’s heads and shoulders except by crouching down and
craning his neck. A naked urchin stopped in front of him,
playingwithadead mouse. Ablind old man passed carrying in
his lelt hand a tray of fly-covered beans, melon seeds and
sweets, and leaning with hisrighthand ona thick walking stick.
From another basement window came the snarls of two men
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quarrelling till they drew blood. Arafa smiled at the naked
child and asked gently:

— What'’s your name, clever boy?

— Oona.

— You mean Hasoona. Do you like that dead mouse,
Hasoona?

The urchin threwit at him. But for the bar it would have hit
himin theface. Theboyscuttled away. Arafa turned to Hanash
who was dozing at his feet.

— In every inch of this Alley you see the marks of the
strongmen, butyou {ind no sign of people like Gebel or Rifaa
or Qaasim.

Hanash yawned as he said:

— All we see is men like Saadallah, Fisticuflf, Yoosuf and
Harpstrings,and allwe hear aboutis Gebel, Rifaa and Qaasim.

— But they did exist, didn’t they?

Hanash pointed at the stone floor with his finger.

— Our tenement-house is Rifaaite. The people in it are all
followers of Rilaa, and the bard tells every night how he lived
and died [or the sake of love and happiness; and yet the first
thing we hear every morning is their quarrels and curses.
That’s what they're like, the women as well as the men.

Arala grimaced.

— But they did exist, didn’t they?

— Insults are the least of what happens in Rifaa’s sector.
Those fights! God help us! Only yesterday a man lost an eye.

Arafa stood up angrily.

—Whatan alley! God rest your soul, Mother! Look at us, for
example; everybody uses us and nobody respects us.

— They don’t respect anybody.

Arafa ground his teeth.

— Except the strongmen!

[Hanash said with a laugh:

— At least you're the only person in the Alley who has
dealings with everybody, Gebelites and Rifaaites and Qaasimites.
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— Damn them all! (He was silent for a while, his eyes
flashingin the gloom of the basement, then went on:) They all
boast stupidly about theirown man, thoughallthat’sleftis the
name, and they never try to go one step beyond lying boasts.
Cowards! Sons of bitches!

His first client was a Rifaaite woman who came to him
during his first week in hisnewhome and asked in a low voice:

— How can a woman be got rid of without anybody know-
ing?

gHe looked at her in alarm and astonishment and said:

— That’s not my job, madam. If you want medicine for body
or mind, I'm at your service.

She was incredulous.

— Aren’t you a magician then?

— Yes, for things that do good to people. As for killing, there
are other people for that.

— You're afraid, perhaps? But we’ll be two conspiratorswith
a single secret.

He said with gentle irony:

— Rifaa wasn’t like that.

She exclaimed:

— Rifaa! Lord have mercy on him! We're in an alley where
mercy is no use; otherwise, Rifaa himself wouldn’t have died.

To his relief she left in disgust. Rifaa himself, the best of
men, had not been safe here, so how could any one hope for
safetyif he started work with a crime? And his mother! Howshe
had suffered, without having harmed anyone! No, he must be
on the best terms with everyone, as befitted any sensible
tradesman. He took to visiting all the cafes, always finding a
client he knew. He listened to the bards’ tales in the various
sectors till they were all mixed up in his head.

His first client from Qaasim’s sector was an old man who
whispered to him with a grin:

—We’ve heard ofthe present you gave Fisticuff, theRifaaite
strongman.
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Smiling, Arafa studied the wrinkled face. The man said:

—Let’shave one,anddon’tbe surprised! There’s life in me
still; my goodness!

They exchanged conspiratorial smiles. The old man took
courage.

— You're a Qaasimite, aren’tyou? That’s how peoplein our
sector see you.

Arafa asked sarcastically:

— Do your people know my father?

—A Qaasimite is known by his looks; and you’re a Qaasimite.
Itwasus thatraised the Alleyup to its high pointin justice and
happiness. But what an unlucky place! (Then, remembering
the point:) Please may I have my present?

The old man left holding the little jar up to his bleary eye
and walking with new hope and vigor.

The latest visitor wassomeone unexpected. Arafawas sitting
in the consulting room on a cushion in front of an incense
burner, which was giving off a delicious smoke, when in came
Hanash with an old Nubian.

— Mr Yoonus, his Honor the Trustee’s gatekeeper.

Arafa jumped up and stretched out his arms in greeting.

— Hecllo! Welcome! This is a great honor. Please sit down,
sir!

They sat down side by side. The gatekeeper said without any
preliminaries:

—Her Ladyship, Lady Nazeera, the Trustee’s wife, hasbeen
having such dreadful nightmares that she can hardly sleep.

Arafa’s eyes lit up with interest and his heart beat more
strongly with hope and ambition, but he simply said:

— Just a phase! It will pass.

— But her Ladyship is very upset and sent me to you for
something suitable.

Arafa feltimportant in a way he had never known in his life
tramping around with his mother.

— I'd better speak to her myself.
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— Impossible! She won’t come to you, and you can’t visit
her.

Arafa overcame his disappointment and fought hard not to
lose this golden chance.

— I'must have her handkerchief or some personal posses-
sion of hers.

The gatekeeper bowed his turbaned head and stood up to
go.When they got to the door he hesitatedforamoment, then
leaned over and whispered in Arafa’s ear:

— We've heard about your present to Fisticuff, the Rifaaite
strongman.

When the gatekeeper had gone off with the present, Arafa
and Hanash had a good laugh. Hanash asked:

— Who do you think he’s taken the present for: himself or
the Trustee or her Ladyship?

Arafa exclaimed scornfully:

— What an alley for presents and cudgels!

He went over to the window to look at the Alley by night. The
wall opposite was silver in the moonlight, and crickets were
chirping. From the cafe came the voice of the Rifaaite bard:

Adham said:

— When will yourealize that we’re no longer joined by any
tie?

Idrees said:

— Merciful heavens! Aren’t you my brother? That’s a tie
that cannot be broken.

— Idrees! You've tormented me enough.

—Griefis ugly, butwe’reboth afflicted. You've lost Humaam
and Qadri, and I've lost Hind. The great Gebelaawi’s got a
fornicating granddaughter and a killer grandson.

Adham roared:

— Ifyour punishment is not as bad as your deeds, the world
is done for.
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Arafa turned away from the window in disgust. ‘When will
the Alley stop telling its stories? When will the world be done
for? My mother once repeated this phrase: “If your punish-
ment is not as bad as your deeds, the world is done for.” My
poor mother, living in the desert! But what have you gained
from these stories, old alley?’

Q9 5 * * *x *x * * *x * ¥ ¥ *x ¥ * *x * * * * *x * *

Arafa and Hanash were working with determination in the
back room of the basement by the light of a gas lamp fixed to
the wall. The room was not habitable because it was so damp
and dark and was situated at the back, so Arafa had made it his
workshop. The floor and every corner were cluttered with
paper talismans, earths and limes, plants and spices, dried
animals and insects — mice, frogs and scorpions — pieces of
glass, bottles, tinctures in cans, strange liquids with pungent
smells, charcoal, a stove... Round the walls, shelves were fixed,
crowded with all kinds of vessels and containers and bags.

Arafa was busy working several substances into a paste in a
big earthenware vessel. Sweat was dripping from his face and
he wiped it on the sleeve of his jellaba from time to time.
Hanashwasstretched out nearby watching withinterest, ready
to follow any instructions Arafa might give. Seeming to want to
console him or display friendship, Hanash said:

— The hardest worker in this wretched Alley doesn’t take
anything like this trouble, and what’s the reward? A millieme
or at best a piaster!

Arafa spoke with satisfaction:

— God bless my mother! Only I know how good she was.
The day she handed me over to that wonderful magician who
canreadallyour thoughts, mylife changed completely. But for
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her I'd have been at best a pickpocket or a beggar.

Hanash persisted in his grumbling:

— A millieme!

— With patience money mounts up. Don’t give up hope!
Being a strongman isn’t the only way to get rich. Don’t forget
how highly I'm regarded. The people who come to me relyon
me completely and put their happinessin my hands; that’s no
smallmatter. And don’tforgetthe pleasure of magicitself: the
pleasure of drawing something useful out of impure sub-
stances; the pleasure of healing people when your instructions
areobeyed. And then there are the unknown powers you long
to master if only you could.

Hanash looked at the stove. Cutting abruptly across his
companion’s train of thought, he said:

— I'd better light the stove in the light-shaft, or we’ll
suffocate.

—Lightit in hell, but don’t interrupt my thoughts! None of
the idiots in this Alley who think themselves so grand can
understand theimportance of the things that are made in this
dark, dirty room with its strange smells. They understand the
usefulness of ‘the present’, but the present isn’t everything.
Unimaginable wonders can come out of this room. Those
crazypeople don’trealize the truevalue of Arafa. Perhapsthey
will some day, and then they’ll have to ask God’s mercy for my
mother and notinsult her as they do now.

Hanash half stood up, then squatted down again, saying
resentfully:

— Some stupid strongman may sweep all these good things
away with his cudgel.

— We don’t harm anybody, and we pay our protection
money; how can we come to harm, you alarm bell!

Hanash laughed.

— What did Rifaa do wrong?

Arafa glared at him.

— Why annoy me with such thoughts?
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— You're hoping to get rich, but here nobody gets rich
except strongmen. You hope to become powerful, but here
nobody’s allowed power except them. Work that one out!

Arafa said nothing till he was sure he had mixed the
substances properly. Then he glanced at Hanash and saw that
he still looked anxious. He laughed.

— My mother warned me before you. Thank you, Hanash
Alarm Bell! But I've come back to the Alley with a plan in my
head.

— It seems nothing interests you any more except magic.

Arafa was quite carried away.

— Magic is truly wonderful. There’s no limit to its power.
Nobody knows where it’ll end. For somebody who possesses it,
even cudgels are children’s toys. Learn that Hanash, you old
snake,and don’tbeafool;imagineifall the peoplein the Alley
were magicians.

— If they were, they’d all starve to death!

Arafa laughed loudly, revealing his fine teeth.

—Don’tbeafool, Hanash. Ask yourselfwhat they’d be able
to do. My God! The miracles would flow as plentifully as curses
and insults do now.

— Yes, provided they didn’t starve to death first.

— Yes, and they wouldn’t die as long as they didn’t...

But he did not finish his sentence. He was thinking so hard
that his hands stopped their work. Then he said:

— The Qaasimite bard says Qaasim wanted to use the Trust
so that everybody would get what they needed without work
and would be [ree to enjoy the blissful ease that Adham
dreamed of.

— That’s what Qaasim said.

Arala’s eyes sparkled.

— But ease isn’t the final goal. Imagine it if life was spent in
leisure! It’s a beautiful dream, but a laughable one, Hanash.
What would be really beautiful would be to do away with work
in order to work miracles.
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Hanash shook his great head, which seemed to rest directly
on his body, showing his disagreement with meaningless talk.
Then he spoke again in a serious, business-like tone:

— Now let me light the stove under the light shaft.

— Do that, and throw yourself in the flames! You only
deserve to be burnt.

Arafa left the workshop after an hour, went to the sofa and
sat staring up through the window. After the silence he was
deafened by the hubbub of life — the peddlers’ cries, the
women’s gossip, the shouted jokes and the choice insults that
accompanied the ceaseless coming and going. He noticed that
something new had appeared against the wall facing his
window — a makeshift cafe. It was justan old sheet thrown over
aframe, inwhichwereranged boxes of coffee beans, tea leaves
and cinnamon, astove, coffee pots, cups, mugsand spoons. An
old man sat on the ground fanning the stove to boil water,
while behind the frame stood a young girl calling in a warm
voice: ‘Lovely coffee, my masters!’

The cafe was at the point where the Qaasimite and Rifaaite
sectors met. Most of its customers seemed to be street traders
and poor people. Arafa took a long look at the girl from
behind the bars. That brown faceframedbya black head-scarf
was so pretty! That coffee-colored jellaba, covering her from
neck to ankle, its hem brushing the ground when she went to
take an order or brought back an empty cup, was so modest
and tasteful! And that slim figure and those honey-colored
eyes were so lovely! Except that the left eyelid was red from
some infection or speck of dirt. From their faces she and the
old man were clearly father and daughter. He must have
fathered her at an advanced age, as often happensin the Alley.
Arafa called out without delay:

— Young lady! A cup of tea, please!

She looked across at him, then quickly filled a cup from a
pot half buried in the ashes. She brought it over to him and he
smiled as he took it and said:
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— Bless you! How much?

— Two milliemes.

— That’s a lot. But no price would be too high for you.

— In thebig cafe it costs five, and it’s no different from what
you have in your hand.

She went off without waiting for himtospeak. He sipped his
tea before it could get cold, not taking his eyes off her. How
happy he would be to have a young girl like that! She was
perfect, exceptforthe oneinflamed eye, which he could easily
cure. But he would need more money than he had as yet. The
basement was ready; all that was needed was for Hanash to
sleep in the hall, or in the consulting room if he wanted,
provided he gotrid of the bedbugs one by one.

He heard a strange murmuring and saw that people were
looking towards the top of the Alley. Some were saying:
‘Harpstrings... Harpstrings!" He leaned forward as far as the
bars of the window would let him, and saw the strongman
approaching, surrounded by a gang of his men. As he passed
the makeshift cale, he noticed the girl and asked one of his
men:

— Who’s the girl?

— Awaatif, daughter of Shakroon.

Harpstrings raised his eyebrows in interest and went on to
his own sector. Arafa feltangryand upset. He waved the empty
cup and the girl came over daintilyand collected it, taking the
two milliemes. e asked, jerking his head in the direction
Harpstrings had gone:

— Aren’t you worried?

Turning to leave, she said with a laugh:

— I'll ask for your help when I need it; but will you help?

e was hurtbyher scorn, ascorn that saddened rather than
provoked. Then he heard Hanash calling him and he jumped
down and hurried inside.
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Arafa’s clients grewin numbers as the days passed, but none
of them pleased him as much as Awaatif, the day he saw her
come into his consultingroom. He forgot the dignified air he
put on for his clients and jumped up to welcome her. He
seated her on a cushion in front of him and himself sat down
cross-legged, and theworldwas not wide enough for his joy. He
looked herup and down, buthisattention cametoreston her
left eye, almost closed by its swollen and inflamed eyelids. He
said:

— You’ve neglected it, mygirl; it was alreadyred the first day
I saw you.

— I thought it was enough to bathe it in warm water. Busy
people like me forget.

— It’s not right for you to neglect your health, especially if
it’s for something as precious as your lovely eyes.

She smiled, touched by the compliment, while he reached
back to a shelf for amug. From it he took a small package.

— Tie the contents in a handkerchief, steam it over boiling
water, thenbind it over your eye, everynighttillit’s as beautif ul
as its fellow.

She took the package and brought out her purse, glancing
at him inquiringly with her right eye. He laughed.

— Forget it! We're neighbors — and friends.

— Butyou pay for the teayou drink.

— In fact I'm paying your father. What a grand old man!
How I'd love to know him! I’m so sorry he’s forced to go on
working at his age.

She said proudly:

— But his health isgood and he refuses tostayat home. His
ageisoneof the things that make him sad about life, for he was
one of those who saw the events of Qaasim’s time.

Arafa’s face lit up with interest.

— Really! Was he one of his helpers?

418



Arafa

— Oh no; but he tasted the happiness of those days and still
sighs for them.

— I'd like to get to know him and hear him talk.

— Don’t get him on to that subject. I'd rather he forgot
about it, for his own good. He was once in a bar, drinking with
some of his friends, and when he was drunk he stood up and
shouted at the top of his voice that things should go back to
what they were in Qaasim’s day. As soon as he got back to the
Alley, he found Harpstrings in front of him and was punched
and hit till he passed out.

Arafa reflected angrily, then looked craftily at Awaatif and
said:

— There’s no safety for anybody with these strongmen.

She stole a glance at him, wondering what was behind his
words. She said:

— That’s true, there’s no safety for anybody.

He hesitated, biting his lips, then said:

— I saw Harpstrings giving you such a look.

She looked down to hide a smile and said:

— Damn him!

— Doesn’t it give a girl some pleasure to be admired by a
strongman like him?

— He has four wives.

His heart sank.

— And supposing he made room for another?

— I’'ve hated him ever since he attacked my father, and the
same goes for all those heartless strongmen. They take their
protection money so haughtily you'd think they were doing
you a favor.

— Well said, Awaatif! And well done Qaasim when he
destroyed them! Butthey come back like a mysterious disease.

— That’s why my father sighs for the days of Qaasim.

He shook his head in sudden disillusion.

—And otherssigh for the daysof Gebel orRifaa; but the past
won’t come back.
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She said with charming indignation:

— Yousaythat becauseyoudidn’t see Qaasim like myfather
did.

— Did you see him?

— My father told me.

— My mother told me. But what’s the good of that? It won't
deliver usfrom strongmen. Mymother herself wasoneoftheir
victims, and see how they talk about her now she’s dead.

— Really?

His expression darkened as when clear water is muddied.

— That’s why I'm afraid for you, Awaatif. They threaten
livelihood, honor, love and peace. I tell you, since I saw that
brute leeringatyou I’ve been convinced of the need to destroy
them.

She spoke with enthusiasm:

— They say that’s the will of our Ancestor.

— And where’s our Ancestor?

— In his Great House.

He said solemnly:

— Oh yes, your father talks about Qaasim, and Qaasim
talked about our Ancestor; that’s what we hear; but all we see
is Qadri and Saadallah and Fisticuff and Harpstrings and
Yoosuf. We need strength to deliver us from the torment; what
use are memories?

He became aware that the drift of the conversation had
almost spoilt the meeting for him, so he changed his tone:

— The Alley needs strength justas I need you.

She stared at him disapprovingly, and he smiled with a
boldness that seemed natural in his piercing eyes. He said
seriously, to ward off the anger visible in her frown:

— A beautiful girl, who works so hard she forgets about her
eye till it’s swollen, comes to me thinking she needs me and
finds thatin fact I'm the one who needs her.

She made to get up.

— It’s time [ went.
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— Don’t be annoyed, please. Remember, I haven’t said
anything new;you must have noticed myadmiration these past
days, for my eyes are always on your cafe. A bachelor like me
can’tlive alone for ever. His untidy house needs looking after,
and he earns more than he needs; somebody must share with
him.

She wentoutoftheroom, and hestood atthe end of the hall
to see her off. She seemed unwilling to leave without any
salutation, and said goodbye.

He stayed where he was and sang quietly to himself:

Lovely creature hear my tune:
You’re as radiant as the moon.
Fill my cup of joy up soon!

He almost bounced his way to the workshop and found
Hanash engrossed in his work. e asked:

— What are you doing?

Hanash showed him a bottle.

— Full, and firmlysealed. Butit must be tested in the desert.

Arafa took it and examined the cork.

— Yes, in the desert; otherwise we’ll give ourselves away.

Hanash said anxiously:

— We’re beginning to earn a living, and life’s smiling on us.
Don’t throw away the happiness God has given you.

Hanashwas beginningtovaluelife now thatittasted sweeter
to him. Arafa smiled at this thought and looked at him for a
while, then said:

— She was your mother as well as mine.

— Yes, but she begged you not to think of revenge.

— You used to think differently.

— We’d be killed before we could get revenge.

Arafa laughed.

— I won’t hide it from you that I stopped thinking of
revenge long ago.
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Hanash’s face shone.

— Give me the bottle and we’ll empty it, my brother.

But Arafa held it tight, saying:

— No! We’ll test it till it’s perfect.

Hanash frowned at this teasing. Arafa went on:

— Imeanwhatlsay, Hanash,youold snake; believe me, I've
given up the idea of revenge, not because of our mother’s
pleading butbecause I'm convinced that the strongmen must
be destroyed irrespective of any revenge.

— Because you love this girl.

Arafa laughed heartily.

— Love for the girl, loveforlif e; call it what you like. Qaasim
was right.

— What has Qaasim to do withyou? Qaasim was carrying out
our Ancestor’s wishes.

He pulled a face.

— Who knows? Our Alley tells these stories, but we in this
room are doing something decisive and certain. What security
is there in our life? Fisticuff will come tomorrow to steal our
earnings. If1lift a hand to marry Awaatif, Harpstrings’ cudgel
will be in myway. It’s the samefor everybody, even the beggars.
What spoils my happiness is what spoils the Alley’s, and what
willmake mesafeiswhatwillmakeitsafe.Iamnotastrongman
nor one of Gebelaawi's men, but I possess wonderful thingsin
thisroom, and they give me ten times as much power as Gebel,
Rifaa and Qaasim put together.

He lifted the bottle as if to throw it, then gave it back to
Hanash.

— We’ll test it tonight on the Jebel. Cheer up and tryto get
your enthusiasm back.

He left the workshop, went to the window and squatted on
the sofa, looking across at the makeshift cafe. Night wasfalling
slowly, and she was crying her wares. She avoided lookingat his
window, which showed how much hewas on her mind. Asmile
playedfaintlyon her lips. Arafasmiled, hiswhole world smiled.
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He was so pleased that he swore he would comb his hair every
morning. From Gemalia came the noise of people chasing a
thief. The drone of the rebec started in the cafe, and the bard
began his evening by chanting:

What is my one-oh?

Trustee Qadri, bravo!

What is my two-oh?
Strongman Saadallah, bravo!
What is my three-oh?

Mighty Fisticulf, bravo!

Arafa was torn mercilessly out of his dream. He said to
himself wearily: ‘The stories are beginning again; when will
they end? What’s the use of listening to them all night? The
bard sings, and the hashish dens wake up. Miserable Alley!’

97*********************

A strange confusion came into Shakroon’s life. Sometimes
he would speak in a very loud voice, as if he were making a
speech. People used to say sympathetically: ‘Age! It’s justage!’.
He would get very angry for the slightest reason or for no
reason at all; ‘Age!’ they said. He would lapse into silence for
long periods, till circumstances forced him to speak; ‘Age!’
they said again. He would say things that were counted as
heresyin the Alley, and people said anxiously: ‘It’s age! Maywe
be spared!’. From behind his bars, Arafa often watched him
with tender concern. One day as he was studying him he said
to himself: ‘An impressive old man, in spite of his tattered
clothes and his dirtiness! His faceisravaged; onitiswritten the
decline that the Alley has suffered since Qaasim’s day. It’s his
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misfortune to have been a contemporary of Qaasim’s and to
have enjoyed justice and peace, received his share of the
Trust’s revenue and watched the new buildings go up, and
then to have seen all this stop by order of Qadri. He’s alto-
gether an unlucky man whose life has lasted longer than it
should have done.’

Arafa saw Awaatif coming, her face without blemish now
that her eye was cured. He turned his attention to her and
called out:

— Tea please, young lady!

She brought him a cup and he spoke before he took it, to
make sure she stayed:

— Congratulations on your recovery, flower of the Alley!

She smiled.

— Thanks be to God — and to you!

He took the cup, and their fingertips touched. She went
away, and her springy step showed her pleasure and accep-
tance. He should really take the decisive step now, and he did
not lack courage, but Harpstrings would make him pay a
thousand times over. It was Shakroon’s faultfor having placed
his daughter in Harpstrings’s path, but he was a poor man,
worn out by pushingaround his barrow till he had been forced
to stop and open this unlucky cafe.

There was a great commotion in the distance. People
craned their necksinthedirection of Gemalia. Soon a carriage
appeared, full of women singing and clapping. In the midst of
them was a bride returning from the baths. Urchins ran
towards the carriage cheering and hung on to its sides as it
made its way towards Gebel’s sector. For a while the air
throbbed with whoops of joy and shouts of congratulationand
whispered obscenities. Shakroon stood up furiouslyand thun-
dered:

— Hit! Hit!

Awaatif hurried over to him and sat him down, rubbing his
back gently. Arafa wondered whether the man was dreaming
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or hallucinating. What a curse old age was! And if it was like
this, how could Gebelaawi now be living? He watched the old
man and, when he had calmed down, asked him:

— Dear old Shakroon, have you ever seen Gebelaawi?

He answered without looking at him:

— Fool! Don’t you know Gebelaawi’s been shut up in his
house since before Gebel’s time?

Awaatif smiled, and Arafa laughed and said:

— May God grant you a long life, Shakroon!

— A prayer that meant something when life meant some-
thing.

Awaatif came to take the cup. She whispered:

— Let him be! He hasn’t been sleeping at all at night.

— My heart is with you, Awaatif. (Then, quickly before she
could go:) I'd like to talk to him about us.

She raised a warning finger and went. He watched some
urchins playing leapfrog. Suddenly Harpstrings appeared,
coming from Qaasim’s sector. Arafa drew his head back
instinctively [rom the bars. What had brought him? It was lucky
he lived in Rifaa’s sector and had Fisticuff as a protector,
Fisticuff who was so taken with his ‘presents’. The strongman
came up and stopped in front of Shakroon’s cafe. He exam-
ined Awaatif’s face as he said:

— One colfee without sugar.

A woman at her window burst out laughing and another
called:

— What makes the Qaasimite strongman ask for coffee at
the beggar’s cafe?

Harpstrings seemed unconcerned. Awaatif brought him
the cup and Arafa’s heart turned over. The strongman waited
for his collcc to cool, grinning lewdly at her with flashing gold
teeth. Arafa mentally promised him a dreadful beating.
Harpstrings Look a sip and said:

— Bless your lovely hand!

She was as afraid to smile as she was to frown. Shakroon
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looked at them in alarm. Harpstrings gave her a five piaster
piece and she put her hand in her pocket for the change, but
he did notseem to expect any and went back to the Qaasimite
cafe. Awaatif was unsure what to do, and Arafa called to her in
a low voice:

— Don’t go to him!

— And his change?

Shakroonrosein spite of his weakness, took the change and
wenttothe cafe. Alittle later the old mancamebacktohisseat
and was soon laughing helplessly. Hisdaughter begged him to
stop. He stood up again, faced the Great House and shouted:

— Gebelaawi! Gebelaawi!

Inwindows and doorways, cafes and basements all eyes were
on him. Urchins hurried towards him. Even the dogs were
watching him. He shouted:

— Gebelaawi! How long are you going to stay silent and
hidden. Your commandments are ignored and your money'’s
wasted. In fact you're being robbed, just like your children,
Gebelaawi.

The urchins cheered and many people guffawed. The old
man went on yelling:

— Gebelaawi can’t you hear me? Don’t you know what’s
happened to us? Why did you punish Idrees, who was a
thousand times better than our strongmen? Gebelaawi!

At that, Harpstrings came out of the cafe, bellowing:

— Watch it, you old fool!

Shakroon screamed at him:

— Damn you, you rotten crook!

People murmured anxiously: ‘He’s had it.” Harpstrings
came at him, blind with rage, and punched him on the head.
He staggered and would have fallen if Awaatif had not caught
him. Harpstrings saw her and retreated to his place. She spoke
through her tears:

— Let’s go home, Father.

Arafajoined her to help hold him up, but the old man tried
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feebly to push them away, breathing heavily. The bystanders
were silent. A woman called from a window:
— It’s your fault, Awaatif, he should have stayed at home.
Awaatif sobbed:
— What could I do?
Shakroon murmured feebly:
— Gebelaawi! Gebelaawi!
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A little before dawn, wailing shattered the stillness. People
realized that Shakroon must be dead. It was notastrange event
for the Alley. Iarpstrings’ cronies said: ‘T o hell with him! He
had bad manners,and that wasthedeath ofhim.’ Arafa said to
Hanash:

— Shakroon has been killed, like so many others in our
Alley. The murderers don’t even try to hide their crimes, and
nobody dares complain or bring a single witness.

— What a disaster! Why did we ever come here?

— It’s our Alley.

— Our mother left it broken-hearted. Damn it and its
people!

Arafa persisted:

— But it is ours.

— It’s as il we were making up for sins we didn’t commit.

— The worst sin of all is to give up.

Hanash said despairingly:

— The experiment with the bottle failed on the Jebel.

— But it’ll succeed next time.

When Shakroon’s bier was carried out, only Awaatif and
Arafa followed it out of the tenement-house. Everyone was
astonished at Arafa’s taking part in the funeral. They whis-
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pered about the amazing boldness of that mad magician. Still
more astonishing, Harpstrings joined the funeral procession
when itwas in the middle of Qaasim’s sector. What cheek! How
shameless! He showed no embarrassment and even said to
Awaatif:

— Long may you live, Awaatif!

Arafarealized that this was an introduction to the coming
proposition. Meanwhile in the twinkling of an eye an impor-
tant change came over the funeral procession; the friends and
neighbors who had hung back out of fear hurried to join in
and soon filled the road. Harpstrings said again:

— Long may you live, Awaatif!

She looked at him defiantly and said:

— You kill the man and then attend his funeral.

Harpstrings retorted, loudly enough for many to hear:

— That was once said to Qaasim.

Several voices said:

— For God'’s sake! The hour of our death is in the hand of
God!

Awaatif shouted:

— My father was killed by a blow from your hand.

Harpstrings replied:

— God forgive you, Awaatif! If I'd really hit him he’d have
died on the spot; but in fact I didn’t hit him, I just gave him a
fright; everybody will bear witness to that.

People said hastily:

— He gave him a fright. His hand didn’t touch him. God
blind us if we lie!

Awaatif cried out:

— God of vengeance!

With a forbearance that was to become proverbial,
Harpstrings said:

— God forgive you, Awaatill

Arafa leaned over and half whispered to her:

— Let the funeral carry on peacefully.
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Before Arafa knewwhatwas happening, one of Harpstrings's
men called ‘Snapsnout’ hit him in the face and shouted:

— You son of a crazy bitch! Who told you to stick your nose
in between her and the chief?

Arafa turned in amazement and was hit again harder than
the first time. Another man punched him; a third spat in his
face; a fourth seized his collar; a fifth pushed him over so that
he fell on his back. A sixth said as he kicked him:

— You'll be buried at Qarafa if you go near her.

He lay on the ground for a while, dazed, then gathered his
strength and stood up in considerable pain, wiping the dirt
from his face and his jellaba. A crowd of urchins had sur-
rounded him and began chanting: ‘The calf is down — fetch
the knife.’ I'le limped back to his basement, mad with rage.
Hanash looked at him sadly and said:

— [ told you not to go.

He screamed furiously:

— Shut up! Damn them!

Hanash said gently but firmly:

— Take your cyes off that girl, or it’s goodbye to us.

Arafa thought for a while, staring at the ground, then
looked up with a determined expression and said:

— You'’ll sce me married to her sooner than you think.

— That’s sheer madness.

— And Fisticuff will lead the wedding procession.

— You mightaswell soak your clothes in alcohol and throw
yourself in the fire.

— I'm going to try the experiment with the bottle again
tonight in the desert.

He was conlined o his basement for several days, but kept
in touch with Awaaltil through the barred window. Then he
met her sccretly, alter the period of mourning was over, in the
entry passage of her tenement-house. He said bluntly:

— We’d better get married straight away.
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She was not surprised at his proposal but said sadly:

— If I'say yes to you, it will cause unbearable trouble.

— Fisticuff kas agreed to take charge of the ceremony, and
you can see what that means.

Preparations were made with great secrecy till everything
wasready. TheAlleylearned without anywarning that Awaatif,
daughter of Shakroon, had married the magician and moved
to his home, and that Fisticuff, the Rifaaite strongman, had
witnessed the wedding. Many people were astounded, and
others asked how it had come about; how had Arafa dared to
doit,and howhad he persuaded Fisticuff to give it his blessing?
As for the old and wise, they said: ‘There will be trouble.’
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Harpstrings and his men gathered in the Qaasimite cafe,
andFisticuff hezrd of thisand met his men in the Rifaaite cafe.
The rest of tire Alley knew of the two gatherings, and the air
became tense, and very soon out went the peddlers and
beggars and urchins from the area between the two sectors,
and down camethe shutters on shops and windows. Harpstrings
led his men into the Alley, and Fisticuff did likewise. The coals
of evil poured out their hateful fumes and one poke would be
enough to make them burst into flame.

One good man shouted from a rooftop:

— What’s made you men angry? Think, before there’s
bloodshed!

Looking IHarpstrings in the eye, Fisticuff bellowed in the
fearful silence:

— We aren’t angry. There’s nothing for us to get angry
about.

Harpstrings retorted furiously:
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— You’'ve acted as no colleague should, sir. No strongman
can approve of what you’ve done.

— And what have I done?

Harpstrings spoke as much with his eyes as with his mouth:

— You'’ve protected a man who was defying me.

— All he did was marry a lonelygirl after her father’s death,
and I attend the wedding of every Rifaaite.

— He’s notaRifaaite, and nobodyknowswho hisfather was;
not even he does. Perhapsyou are his father, or maybe I am —
or any beggar in the Alley.

— But now he’s living in my sector.

— Only because he found a basement.

— So what?

Harpstrings yelled:

— Don’t you know you’ve acted as no colleague should?

Fisticuff shouted:

— There’s no need to yell, sir. It’s not worth a cock fight.

— Perhaps it’s worth just that.

In a tone of voice that commanded readiness, Fisticuff
roared:

— God give me patience!

— Fisticuff, watch out for yourself!

— Damned bastard!

— Damned bastard!

The cudgels would have been raised but for a voice that
bellowed:

— Shame on you, men!

They turned to see Saadallah, Strongman of the Alley,
making his way through the Rifaaites till he stood in the space
cleared between the two sectors. He commanded:

— Put down your cudgels!

Down went the cudgels like heads in prayer. Saadallah
looked first at Harpstrings, then at Fisticuff, and said:

—Idon’twantto hear aword. Break up peacefully. A blood-
bath for the sake of a woman? How unmanly!
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The men broke up in silence. Saadallah went back to his
house. Arafa and Awaatif in their basement could not believe
that the night would pass peacefully. They had watched what
went on outside with pounding hearts and pale faces. Their
throats had stayed dry until they heard Saadallah’s voice with
its unanswerable authority. Awaatif sighed deeply, and said:

— What a cruel life!

He wanted to reassure her a little, and said, tapping his
head:

— Iworkwith this, like Gebel — and like Qaasim, the crafty
schemer.

She swallowed — with difficulty — and asked:

— Do you think there can be any lasting safety?

He hugged her, making a show of cheerfulness.

— If only every couple was as happy as us!

She buried her head in his shoulder, catching her breath,
and whispered:

— Can things stop there?

He puffed.

— It’s never safe beside a strongman.

She raised her head.

— I know that, but I have a wound that won’t heal till I see
him dead.

He knew who she meant and he looked thoughtfully into
her eyes and said:

—Inacaselikeyours, therehastoberevenge, but thatwon’t
bethe end. Oursafetyisthreatened not just because Harpstrings
wants to attack us, but because the whole Alley is at the mercy
of the strongmen. If we defeat Harpstrings, who can say that
Fisticuff won’tstart a quarrel with us tomorrow, or Yoosuf the
day after? Either everybody’s safe or nobody is.

She smiled faintly.

— Do you want to be like Gebel or Rifaa or Qaasim?

He kissed her hair, savoring its scent of cloves, and made no
answer. She spoke again:
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— They were given their task by our Ancestor the Founder.

— Our Ancestor the Founder! Everybody who's in trouble
shouts ‘Gebelaawi!’ just as your poor father did. But did you
ever hear of a people like us, never seeing their ancestor
although they live round his locked house? And have you ever
heard of the founder of a trust letting men play havoc with it
and not making any move at all?

She said candidly:

— It’s old age.

— I've never heard ol anybody living as long as this.

— They say there’s a man over a hundred and fifty in
Mugqattam Bazaar. God is all-powerful!

Aflter a silence, he murmured:

— It’s the same with magic; it’s all-powerful.

She laughed at his delusion, pressing her fingers into his
chest.

— Your magic is powerful enough to cure an eye.

— And to do countless other things.

She sighed.

— We’'re behaving like dope-heads, talking as though noth-
ing threatened us.

He took no notice of her interruption but went on:

— Magicmayonedaybeabletoputanendtothestrongmen
and build houses and feed all the children of our Alley.

— Can that happen before the Last Judgement?

A dreamy look soltened his sharp eyes.

— If only we were all magicians!

— If only! It didn’t take Qaasim long to achieve justice
without your magic.

—And how quicklyitwas undone! But with magic, the effect
will last. Don’t look down on magic, my darling, it’s no less
important than our love; like love it can create a new life. But
it can only work properly if more of us are magicians.

She asked playfully:

— And how will that come about?
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He thought for a long time before answering:

— Whenjusticeis achieved, whenthe Founder’s Clausesare
putinto effect, and when most of us are freed from toil and rely
on magic.

— Do you want it to be an Alley of magicians? (She laughed
sweetly, and went on:) How can the Ten Clauses be put into
effect when our Ancestor is bedridden and seems no longer
able to give the job to one of his children?

He looked at her strangely.

— Why don't wego to him?

She laughed again.

— Could you getinto Trustee’s House?

— No! But perhaps I can get into the Great House.

She slapped his hand and said:

— That’s enough joking till we’re sure of our lives.

He smiled mysteriously.

— If I was a joker I wouldn’t have come back to the Alley.

Something in his tone alarmed her. She stared at him in
amazement and exclaimed:

— You mean what you say!

He gazed at her without a word. She went on:

— Imagine if they caught you in the Great House!

— What’sso strange about a man beingin his grandfather’s
house?

— Sayyou’re joking. God! Why are you looking so serious?
Unbelievable! Why do you want to go to him?

— Isn’t a meeting with him worth the risk?

— Those were onlywords that slipped offyour tongue; how
have they become so terribly real?

He stroked her hand soothingly.

— Since I came back to the Alley I've been thinking to
myself about things that haven’t occurred to anybody.

— Why can’t we live as we are?

— If only we could! They won’t let us live as we are; and
everybody needs security in life.
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— Then let’s run away.

— I'shan’t run away while I have my magic.

Hedrewher gentlyto him and began stroking her shoulder,
whispering in her ear:

— We’ll find plenty of time to talk, but now just let your
heart be at peace.
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Was the man crazy or deluded, wondered Awaatif as she
watched Arafa working and thinking. From her point of view
the only thing that marred those happy days was her desire for
revenge on Harpstrings, her father’s murderer. Revenge is a
time-honored traditionin the Alley, but she could have forgot-
ten even this sacred tradition — though reluctantly — for the
sake of the happiness marriage had given her. However, Arafa
believed revenge on Harpstrings was only part of a great task
that he had sworn to perform, or so she imagined. She did not
understand him. Did he think he was one of the men of whom
the rebec sings? But Gebelaawi had not charged him to do
anything, and he clearly did not have much faith in Gebelaawi
orin the rebec’s tales. One thing was certain; that he gave far,
far more of his time and energy to magic than was needed for
a living. When he thought, his ideas went beyond himself and
his household to general problemsthat no one was interested
in, such as the Alley, the strongmen and the trusteeship, the
Trust and its revenue and magic. He dreamed vast dreams of
amagical future, though he was the one man in the Alley who
did not take hashish because his work in the back room
needed wakefulness and attention. But all this was nothing
beside his crazy desire to getinto the Great House.

— Why, my husband?
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— To ask his advice about the way things should go in the
Alley.

— But you know the way things should be, we all know; so
what need is there to risk death?

— I'want to know the Ten Clauses governing the Trust.

— The important thing is not knowledge but action; and
what canyou do?

— The truthis Iwanttolook at the book that caused Adham
to be thrown out, if the stories are true.

— What interests you in that book?

— I don’t know what makes me sure it’s a book of magic.
Gebelaawi’s exploits in the desert can only be explained if he
used magic, not muscle and a cudgel as people imagine.

— Whatneedistherefortheseriskswhenyou're happyand
you're earning plenty?

— Don’t imagine Harpstrings has forgotten us. Whenever
I go out I'm almost knocked down by the hateful looks of his
men.

— Your magicis quite enough; leave the Great House alone.

— Thereis the book, the greatest book of magic, the secret
of Gebelaawi’s power, which he kept even from his son.

— Perhapsitisn’t anything like what you imagine.

— And perhaps it is, and the risks are worthwhile.

Thenonetime hetookthe finalstepin his explanationand
said to her:

— That’s how I am, Awaatif, my passion-flower; what’stobe
done? I'm just the lowly son of a wretched woman and an
unknown father; everybody knows that and jokes about it. But
the one thing in the world that still interests me is the Great
House. It’s not strange for a fatherless child to long with all his
strength for his Ancestor. My back room has taught me not to
believe in anything till I've seen it with my own eyes and tested
itwith myown hands. There’s noavoidingit: l mustgetintothe
Great House. I may find the power I am seeking for and I may
find nothing at all, but I'll reach some certainty, which will be
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better than my present confusion. I'm not the first manin our
Alley to choose difficulty. Gebel could have stayed in his job
with the Trustee; Rifaa could have become the Alley’s carpen-
ter; Qaasim could have been content with Qamar and her
property and could have lived as an important man. But they
chose the other path.

Hanash said sadly:

— What a lot of people in our Alley hurry to destruction!

Arafa said:

— And what a small number of them have good reasons!

Hanash did not give up helping his brother though. Late
one night they set off together for the desert. When Awaatif
had given up opposing Arafa, she had raised her hands in
prayer for him. It was a dark night; the new moon had setan
hour after the sun. The two brothers followed the wall of the
Great House round to the back where it met the desert.
Hanash whispered:

— Rifaa was standing in this very place when he heard
Gebelaawi’s voice.

Peering around attentively, Arafa said:

— That’swhatis told to the musicof therebec. I'm going to
know the truth about everything.

Hanash pointed towards the desert and said with awe:

—And in this desert he himself spoke to Gebel, and here he
sent his servant to Qaasim.

— And heretooRifaawas killed, and our mother was raped
and beaten, and our Ancestor didn’t move an inch.

Hanash put down a basket of tools on the ground, and the
two began to dig at the foot of the wall, lifting the soil out in the
basket. They worked hard and steadily till they were perme-
ated by the smell of earth. Hanash seemed no less keen than
Arafa, as if driven on by the same longing, though he was very
frightened. Arafa’s head was only a little above ground level
when he said:
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— That’ll do for tonight. (Then, after hoisting himself up
ontothesurface:) We must cover the mouth of the hole with
planks and put earth over them to prevent it being discovered.

Then they hurried back, pursued by the dawn. He was
thinking of tomorrow, that wonderful daywhen he would walk
in the unknown Great House. Who could tell? He might meet
Gebelaawi, might talk to him, might ask him to explain events
pastand present, and the Clauses governing the Trustand the
secret of the book. That was the dream that came true only
amid clouds of hashish smoke. Who could tell? He might find
that he had gone senile and lost his memory, or that he had
died long ago, unknown toanyone but the Trustee. Only their
hazardous undertaking would answer these questions.

In the basement he found Awaatif still awake, waiting for
him. She gave him a tired look of reproach and muttered:

— You look as though you’ve been in a tomb.

He hid his anxiety, saying cheerfully:

— How sweet you are!

He threw himself down beside her. She said:

— If I was anything to you, you wouldn’t ignore my views.

He spoke playfully:

— You'’ll change your views when you see what happens
tomorrow.

— It’s a thousand to one against my finding happiness
instead of destruction.

Arafa laughed.

— Ifyou’d seen the looks I get, you’d realize that the peace
we’re enjoying is an illusion.

The early morning silence was shattered by a piercing cry
followed by wailing. Awaatif frowned and murmured:

— A bad omen!

He shrugged his shoulders.

— Don’t blame me, Awaatif, when you’re partlyresponsible
for my position.

— Me?
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— I came back to the Alley driven by a secret longing to
avenge my mother. When your father was attacked I began to
want to take this revenge on the strongmen, but my love for
you has added a new idea, which has almost destroyed the old
one: I want to put an end to them not for revenge but for
people to enjoy life. I've only decided to go to our Ancestor’s
house to find out the secret of his power.

She gavehim a long look, in which by the light of the candle
he could clearlyread her fear of losing him as she had lost her
father. He smiled at her affectionately. Outside, the wailing
was becoming unbearable.

Hanash gave a farewell squeeze to the hand of Arafa who
stood at the bottom of the hole. Then Arafa bent forward and
crawled through the tunnel, whichwas heavywiththesmell of
earth, not stopping till his head emerged in the garden of the
Great House. A wonderful fragrance filled his nose, like the
very essence of roses and jasmine and henna distilled in the
moist night air. The scent intoxicated him, in spite of his deep
feeling of danger. Here he was, smelling the garden for which
Adham had died of grief. Nothing could be seen of it, only a
dreadful darkness under the unsleeping stars. Over it lay a
terrible silence, disturbed now and then by the whisper of
leaves in the breeze. He found the ground was soft and damp,
and he decided he musttake his shoes offwhen hereached the
house, soas not to leave tracks on the floor. Now, where could
the gatekeeper and the gardener and the other servants be
sleeping?

He crept along on all fours, taking great care not to make
any noise, heading for the house, whose huge square form
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loomed out of the darkness. As he made his waytowardsit, he
experienced worse fear than he had ever known in his life,
although he had been used to going through darkness and
spending nights in the desert or in ruins. He crawled along,
keeping close to the wall till his hand touched the foot of the
steps which, if the rebec spoke true, led up to the veranda.
Here Gebelaawi had marched Idrees out of the house. That
had been his fate for defying his father’s orders. What then
might Gebelaawi do to someone who broke into his house to
steal the secret of his power? But steady on! No one could
expect that a thief would get into this house which had been
safe all these years, protected by Gebelaawi’s terrible reputa-
tion.

Hecreptround thebalustrade and climbed thesteps on his
hands and knees. He reached the veranda, took off his shoes
and tucked them under his arm, then stole towards the side
door which, according fo the bards, led to the bedroom.
Suddenly he heard a cough. It came from the garden. He froze
on the doorstep and peered into the garden. He saw a figure
approaching the veranda. He held his breath, imagining that
his pounding heart would be heard. The figure came on and
began walking up the steps. Perhaps it was Gebelaawi himself.
Perhaps he would catch Arafared-handed just as he had once
caught Adham at about the same time of the morning. The
figure reached the veranda only a couple of paces from his
hiding place, butitwentto the other end and laydown onwhat
seemed tobe a bed. The tension eased, leaving exhaustion in
its train. The figure was probably just a servant who had gone
out torelieve himself and then come back to bed. Now he was
snoring!

Some of Arafa’s couragereturned and he raised his hand to
feelfor the handle. He turned it carefully and pushed the door
gently till it was wide enough openforhim to slip through. He
closed the door behind him and found himself in total dark-
ness. He groped around till he found the first stair, and began
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climbing, light as air. He came out on a long gallery lit by a
lamp in a niche. To the right it bent round towards the
interior; butto the leftit ran the breadth of the house,and half
way along was the closed door of the bedroom. At that bend
Umayma had waited, and from where he stood Adhamhadset
off; and here was he setting off after the very same thing.

Fear filled his heart and he summoned his will and his
courage. Itwould be contemptible toturnback now. A servant
might appear at any moment. He might be roused from his
madness by a hand on his shoulder. He had better hurry. He
tiptoed to the door and turned its shiny handle. He pushed it
gently open and slipped in, closing it behind him. He leaned
his back against the door, unable to make out anything in the
darkness. He was taking small, controlled breaths, and trying
in vain to see. After a little while he smelt a pure scent of
incense, which filled his heart with a strange unease and
sadnessfor nogoodreason. Ile no longer doubted that he was
in Gebelaawi’s bedroom. When would he get used to the
darkness? How could he gather his scattered wits? Who had
stood in this place before? Why did he feel that all was lost
unless he took complete hold of his strength and determina-
tion and courage? Hewasin dangerofdestruction ifhe did not
calculate every movement precisely. He thought of clouds
scudding along and changing into strange shapes — now a
jebel, now a tomb.

He felt the wall with his fingers and took it as his guide,
crawling forward till his shoulder touched a chair. A sudden
movement in the [ar corner of the room made his flesh creep.
He crouched behind the chair, straining his eyes towards the
door by which he had come in. He heard the pad of feet and
the rustle of clothes and expected that the room would be
flooded with light and that he would see Gebelaawi standing
in front of him. Ile would prostrate himself at his feet and
plead for mercy; he would say: ‘I am your descendant. I have
no father. I only meant to do good. Do what you like to me.’ In
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spite of the darkness he saw a figure approaching the door,
which opened gently, letting light from the corridor filter
through. The figure went out, leaving the door ajar. As it
turned to the right, by the light of the lamp outside he
glimpsed an old woman with a long, thin, black face — an
unforgettable image. Could shebe aservant? Could thisroom
be in the servants’ quarters?

He peered out from behind the chair, picking out by the
faint light from the door the outlines of the chairs and the
sofas. At the back he could see the shape of a large four-poster
bed with amosquito net. Atitsfootwas asmallbed, perhaps the
one the oldwoman had left. This big bed could belong tonone
other than Gebelaawi. He was sleeping there now, unaware of
Arafa’s crime. How he longed to peep at him, if only from a
distance. But the open door warned him that the woman was
going to come back. He looked to the left and saw the outline
ofthedoorofthe private chamber, closed onitsterriblesecret.
This was how Adham had seen it long ago, God rest his soul!
He creptround behind the chairs, forgetting even Gebelaawi,
till he reached the foot of the little door.

He could not resist the temptation. He stretched his hand
up, put his finger onthe latch, pressed itdownand pulled the
door. It opened. He closed it again hastily, his heart fluttering
with excitement and feelings of triumph. Then the faint light
disappeared and the room was plunged in darkness again.
Once more he heard the pad of feet. Then the bed creaked as
the old woman lay down, and there was silence. He waited
patiently for her to go to sleep and tried hard to glimpse the
big bed but could not see a thing. He convinced himself that
it would be madness to try making contact with the old man,
for thewomanwould wake up before he coulddosoandwould
fill the air with screams, and all would be over. Anyway, the
mighty book would be enough for him, with the Clauses
governing the Trust and the magic spells by which the young
Gebelaawi had subdued the desert and its people. No one

442



Arafa

before him had imagined that the book was a book of magic,
because no one before him had practiced the art.

He stretched his hand up again, put his finger on the latch
and pulled the door open. He crept in and closed it behind
him. He stood up cautiously and breathed deeplytosteady his
taut nerves a little. Why had Gebelaawi withheld the secret of
thebookfrom hischildren,even Adham,theonedearestto his
heart? There was areal secret, and in a few seconds he would
discover it,assoonashis candle was lit. Adhamhadlithislong
ago, and now here was he, the son without a father, lighting
one again in the very same place. This would be told for ever
to the music of the rebec.

He lit the candle and saw a pair of eyes looking at him. In
spite of his shock and fear, herealized that the eyes belonged
to an old black man, who was lying on a bed opposite the
entrance, and that he was struggling to emerge from the state
between sleeping and waking. He had been disturbed perhaps
by the scraping of the match. In a movement that was neither
voluntary nor conscious, Arafa leapt at him and put his right
hand on his throat, pressing with all his might. The old man
writhed and grabbed his hand. Arafa kicked him in the
stomach and tightened his grip on his throat. The candle fell
from his left hand and went out. The old man made a last
convulsive movementin the darkness and then laysstill. Arafa’s
crazy hand did not loosen its grip till his fingers went numb.

Then he drew back, panting, till his back touched the door.
As the seconds passed he suffered a hell of silent torment. He
felt his strength ebbing. Time hung heavier than sin. He might
fall down on the ground or on his victim’s corpse if he could
not master this weakness. Flight called him like an irresistible
force. He would notbe abletostep over the bodytogetto the
ancient book, the accursed book. He had no courage to light
the candle again; hewould rather goblind. Hisarmswere sore,
perhaps where the man had scratched him in his desperate
struggle. He trembled to think that, while Adham’s crime had
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been disobedience, his own was murder. He had killed a man
he did not know, and whom he had no reason to kill. He had
comeinquest of power to use against evildoersand had turned
unawares into an evildoer.

He turned in the darkness towards the corner where he
thought the book was fastened, then pushed the door open
and slipped out, closing it behind him. He crept along the wall
towards the way out, hesitating behind the last chair. There
were only servants to be seen in this house; where was the
master? This crime would come between him and Gebelaawi
forever. He felt defeat and failure to the very depths of his soul.
He opened the door gently. The light assailed him with what
he imagined was a deafening roar as well as a blinding bril-
liance. He shut the door, tiptoed away, descended the stairsin
pitch darkness, and crossed the veranda to the garden.

Because of his exhaustion and unhappiness he was less
cautious. The man on the veranda woke up and asked: ‘Who
goes there?’ Arafa crouched against the wall at the end of the
veranda, his strength renewed by fear. The voice called out
again and a cat answered with a miaow. Arafa stayed in his
hiding place, terrified of being driven to a fresh crime. When
allwasquietagain he crept through thegardentothewall. He
feltfor thehole tillhe found itand creptawayashe had come.
When he had almost got to the end of the tunnel he bumped
into a foot. The foot kicked him on the head before he knew
what was happening.

Arafaleapt on the owner of thefootand for ashort time they
struggled. Then the other man let out a cry of rage that told
Arafa who it was. He exclaimed in surprise:
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— Hanash, you old snake!

They helped each other to climb out, and Hanash said:

— You were away so long. I went in to sniff out some news.

Breathing hard, Arafa said:

— You made a mistake, as usual; but let’s go.

They went back to the sleeping Alley. When she saw him,
Awaalif shouted:

— Go and wash! Oh God! What's this blood on your hand
and your neck?

IHe trembled, but did not answer. He went to wash himself,
but a moment later fainted. He recovered after a while and,
with the help of Awaatif and Hanash, sat down between them
on the sofa. 1e felt asif sleep was further away from him than
Gebelaawi was. He could no longer bear the burden of his
secret alone and told them what had happened to him on his
strange expedition. When hefinished theywerestaring at him,
their eyes full of terror and despair. Awaatif murmured:

— I'was against the idea from the beginning.

But Hanash tried to lighten the blow.

— There’s no way a crime like this can be avoided.

Arafa said:

— But it’s worse than the crimes of Harpstrings and the
other strongmen.

Hanash said:

— Mind you don’t call suspicion on yourself.

— But I've killed an old man who’d done no wrong. Who
knows, perhaps he was the servant Gebelaawi sent to Qaasim.

For awhile they were plunged in a blackssilence like that of
insomnia. Then Awaatif said:

— Hadn’t we better sleep?

Arafa said:

— You two sleep. I shan’t sleep tonight.

They fell silent again. Then Hanash asked:

— Didn’t you glimpse Gebelaawi or hear his voice?

He shook his head sadly.
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— Notatall.

— But you saw his bed?

— Just as we see his house.

Hanash sighed.

— Withyouso long gone, I thoughtyou were talking to him.

— It’s easy to imagine things outside the house.

Awaatif said anxiously:

— You seem feverish. You’d better sleep.

— How can [ sleep?

But hefelt the truth of her words in his hot and dazed state.
Hanash spoke again:

— You were within reach of the Testament and you didn’t
look at it!

His face screwed up with pain. Hanash went on:

— What a disastrous journey!

— Yes! (Then, in a new tone of determination:) But it's
taught me we mustn’t rely on anything but the magic we
already have. Haven’tIrisked a crazy expeditionrunning after
something that may be as far as possible from what I thought?

— Yes! Nobody but you ever said the famous book was a
book of magic.

Arafa seemed to be fighting more than ever against the
confusion in his mind and spirit as he said:

— The experimentwith the bottlewill succeed sooner than
you imagine and it’ll be very useful when we have to defend
ourselves.

The dreadful silence fell again. Hanash said:

— If only you’d known some magic to enable you to reach
the Great House and its master without that escapade.

Arafa spoke with feeling:

— Magic has no limits. All I have now is a few cures and a
planforabottle that could be used in defence or attack. As for
what might be, it’s beyond imagining.

Awaatif said angrily:

— You should never have thought of that crazy plan at all.
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Our Ancestor belongs to one world and we belong to another.
You couldn’t have got anything out of talking to him even if
you’d managedto. He's probably forgottenallabout the Trust
and the Trustee and the strongmen and his children and the
Alley.

Arafawas angry for no apparentreason, though his unusual
state excused any strange behavior. He said:

— This stupid, ignorant Alley! What do they know? Noth-
ing! All they have is the rebec and its stories, but they would
never do the things they hear about. They think their Alley is
the center of the world, but it’s just the refuge of idlers and
beggars. In the beginning it was a desolate breeding ground of
insects, till the most terrible of bandits, your Ancestor the
Founder settled there.

Hanash started. Awaatif moistened a rag and tried to put it
toArafa’s forehead, but he pushed her hand awayroughlyand
said:

— I have something nobody else has, not even Gebelaawi:
I have magic, which can give our Alley things that would have
been beyond Gebel, Rifaa and Qaasim put together.

Awaatif implored him:

— When are you going to sleep?

— When the fire stops burning in my head.

Hanash murmured:

— It will soon be morning.

Arafa bellowed:

—Letmorning come! It won’treally come till magic has put
an end to strongmen and rid people of demons and brought
far more wealth than the Trust could ever give. Magic will
become the ease that Adham dreamed of.

He heaved a deepsigh and leaned his head against the wall,
exhausted. Awaatif hoped sleep would follow. Suddenly a
dreadful voice rang out in the stillness. It was followed by
screams and wails. Arafa leapt up in panic:

— The servant’s body has been found.
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Awaatif’s mouth was dry as she said:

— Howdoyou know the voices come from the Great House?

Arafaran out and they followed him. They stood in front of
their tenement-house, craning their necks in the direction of
the Great House. The darkness was fading and giving way to
morning. Windows opened and heads poked out, all looking
towards the Great House. A man came from the end of the
Alley, hurrying towards Gemalia. When he passed them Arafa
asked him:

— What’s happened?

[He answered without stopping:

— God’s will be done! After his long life Gebelaawi is dead.

103*********************

Thethree of them turned to goto the basement. Arafa’s feet
would hardly carry him. He sank down on the sofa, saying:

— The man I killed was a miserable looking black servant.
He was sleeping in the private chamber.

Neither of them said a word. They looked hard at the floor
to avoid his darting eyes. He said:

—Icanseeyoudon’tbelieve me. Iswear I didn'tgo near his
bed.

Hanash hesitated awhile and thenspoke, feeling that it was
in any case better to speak than to inflict silence on him:

— Perhaps you couldn’t see his face clearly because of the
shock.

He shouted in despair:

— Never! You weren’t with me.

Awaalif whispered:

— Talk quietly!

He left them and hurried away to the back room where he
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sat in the dark, trembling and confused. What madness had
led him into thatdamnable exploit? Yes it was damnable. The
earthitself seemed to swaywith him, breathing out its sorrows.
He had no hope left save this wonderful room.

At the first rays of sunlight the people all gathered in the
Alleyoutside the Great House. The news spread fast, especially
after the Trustee had paid a short visit to the house and then
returnedto hisown. Theword was passed around thatburglars
had broken into the Great House through a tunnel they had
dug under the wall at the back. They had killed a faithful
servant, and when Gebelaawi heard the news the shock had
been more than his frail heart and great age could stand.
People were too furious for tears or cries of rage. When he
heard the news {from his wife and Hanash, Arafa exclaimed:

— There you are! The reports bear me out.

Then he at once remembered that in any case he had been
thecauseofhisdeathand helapsedintoasilence of shameand
grief. Awaatif could think of nothing to say. She murmured:

— God rest his soul!

Hanash said:

— He didn’t die before his time.

Arafa moaned:

— But I was the cause of his death — I, of all his children —
I, and not one of the many wicked ones.

Awaatif wept as she said:

— You went without a trace of malice.

Hanash asked anxiously:

— Isn’t it possible they’ll find us out?

Awaatif cried out:

— Let’s run away.

Arafa waved the idea aside impatiently.

— And give them the clearest proof of our guilt!

From the crowded Alley came a babble of voices:

— The culprit must be killed before we bury Gebelaawi.

— Accursed generation! Even the wickedest menrespected
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this house all through the past, even Idrees. We're damned till
the Last Day.

— The murderers can’t be from our Alley; who could
imagine that?

— Everything will soon be known.

— We’re damned till the Last Day.

The wailing and breast-beating grew louder till Hanash lost
his nerve and said:

— How can we stay in the Alley after today?

Gebel’s people proposed that Gebelaawi be buried in Gebel’s
tomb, partly because of their conviction that they were more
closely related to him than anyone else, and partly because
theywould hate him tobe buried in the tombthatincludedthe
mortal remains of Idrees with those of other members of the
Founder’s family. Rifaa’s people called for him tobe buried in
the grave he had dug for Rifaa with his own hands. Qaasim’s
peoplesaid Qaasim was the best ofthe Founder’s children and
his tomb was the one most suitable for the body of their
glorious Ancestor. It almost came to blows, with the man not
yet under the ground, but Trustee Qadri decreed that
Gebelaawi would be buried in the little mosque that had been
setup in the old Trust office in the Great House. Remarkably,
this solution met with general approval, though people were
sorry theywould be denied the sight of his funeral, just as in his
lifetime they had been denied the sight of the man. The
Rifaaites whispered to one another that Gebelaawi would be
buried in the grave in which he had buried Rifaa with his own
hands; but no one else believed that old story and they were
jeered at till Fisticuff, their strongman, was furious and almost
fell to blows with Harpstrings. At that point Saadallah bellowed
a warning to everyone:

— I'll break the head of any stuck-up fool who spoils the
solemnity of this sad day.

Only Gebelaawi’s trusted servants witnessed the washing of
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the body, and it was they who wound it in its pall and laid it on
the bier and carried it through the great drawing room that
had seen the family’s most important events: the giving of the
trusteeship to Adham and the rebellion of Idrees. Then the
Trustee and the heads of the three sectors were summoned to
the funeral prayers. After that the body was laid to rest as the
sun went down. In the evening all the people of the Alley
repaired to the funeral marquee. Arafa and Hanash went
along with the Rifaaites. Arafa’s face was deathly, for he had
not slept since the crime. The conversation was all in praise of
Gebelaawi, conqueror of the desert, master of men, symbol of
strength and courage, lord of the Trust and the Alley, father of
so many generations. Arafa looked miserable, but no one
imagined what was going on in his mind.

Here was he, the man who had broken into the house, not
caring about its reputation, who had not been sure of his
Ancestor’s existence till his death, who had set himself apart
from everyone and soiled his hands for all time. He wondered
how he could atone for this crime: all the glorious feats of
Gebel, Rifaa and Qaasim put together would not be enough;
destroying the Trustee and the strongmen and freeing the
Alley from their wickedness would not be enough; exposing
himself to every danger would not be enough; teaching every-
one magic with allits benefits would not be enough. One thing
alone would be enough: to reach such a degree of magic that
he would be able to restore Gebelaawi to life — Gebelaawi
whom it had been easier to kill than to see. Let time give him
the power to mend his broken heart. And these strongmen
with their crocodile tears...! But — oh God! — none of them
had sinned as he had. They were sitting there in silence,
overcome with shame and humiliation. People would say in
the neighborhood that Gebelaawi had been killed in his house
while round about it the mighty strongmen were smoking
hashish. Because of that, their eyes threatened vengeance,
suffering and death.
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When Arafa came back to the basement late that night he
drew Awaatif to himself and asked her helplessly:

— Awaatif, tell me frankly, do you think I'm a criminal?

— You’re agood man, the best I've met, but the unluckiest.

He looked down.

— Nobody before me has tasted such pain.

— I 'know.

She kissed him with cold lips and whispered:

— I'm afraid the curse will rest on us.

He turned his face away from her. Hanash said:

— I don’t feel safe. They’ll discover about us today or
tomorrow. I don’t see how they can know everything about
Gebelaawi — his origin, his Trust, hisdealings with hissons, his
contacts with Gebel and Rifaa and Qaasim — and not know
about one thing: his death.

Arafa sighed deeply.

— Have you any solution, apart from running away?

Hanash said nothing. Arafa went on:

— I'haveaplan, butIwanttobeat peace with myself before
putting it into action. I can’t do it if I'm a criminal.

Hanash said without conviction:

— You're innocent.

— I'll do it, Hanash. Don’t be afraid for us; the Alley will be
distracted from the great crime by other events. Extraordinary
things will happen and the most extraordinary of all will be
that Gebelaawi will come back to life.

Awaatif gasped, and Hanash said, scowling:

— Are you mad?

He said in a feverish voice:

— A word from our Ancestor used to cause the best of his
children to act for him till death. His death is more powerful
than his words; it makes it necessary for the good son to do
everything, to take his place, to be him. Do you understand?
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104*********************

When the last voice had died away in the Alley, Arafa was
ready to set out from the basement. Awaatif went with him as
faras the porch, her eyes red from crying. She spoke with the
resignation of one who saw no way out:

— May Providence watch over you!

Hanash asked sincerely:

— Why shouldn’t I come with you?

Arafa said:

— It’s easier for one person to get away than for two.

Hanash patted him on the back and advised him:

— Don’t use the bottle unless you're desperate.

He nodded and went. He glanced at the Alley wrapped in
darkness, then headed for Gemalia. [1e made a wide circle,
through Watewit Alley, Derrasa and the desert beyond the
Great House, and reached the north wall of Saadallah’s house,
overlooking the desert. He went to a point half-way along the
wall and felt the ground till he found a boulder, which he
pushed aside. Then he lowered himself into the tunnel that he
and Hanash had been digging night after night, and crawled
through. I1e pulled aside the screen that closed the other end
and emerged into the garden of Strongman’s House. He hid
bythewalland peered round. Inthe house he sawa faint light
behind one shuttered window. As for the garden, it was asleep
and in darkness except for a light in the window of the garden
house. From time to time he heard the ribaldry and coarse
laughs of the men inside. He drew his dagger and waited,
poised for action, while time hung heavier than sin.

The hashishsession ended half an hour after hisarrival. The
door opened and the men followed one another out through
the garden gate into the Alley, preceded by the gatekeeper
with his lantern. He closed the gate and came back, lighting
Saadallah’s path totheveranda. Arafa picked up astonein his
left hand and crept across, bending low, gripping the dagger
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in his right hand. He hid behind a palm tree till Saadallah was
about to climb the first step. Then he leaptat him and plunged
the dagger into his back at the level of his heart. The man let
out ascream and collapsed. The terrified gatekeeper turned,
but the stone hit his lantern, smashing and extinguishing it.

Arafarushed headlong towards the wall where he had come
in. The gatekeeper let out a piercing yell. In no time footsteps
were hurrying and voiceswere echoing in the house and at the
end of the garden. In his haste Arafastumbledoversomething
likeatreestumpand fellflat on hisface. He felt astabbing pain
in hislegand elbow, buthe boreitanddragged himself therest
of the way to the tunnel. The cries and footsteps grew louder.
He flung himselfinto the tunnel and crawled quickly through
to the desert. He stood up, groaning, then hurried off east-
ward.

Before he had rounded the wall of the Great House he
turned and sawfiguresrushing towards him. He heard avoice
shout: ‘Who goesthere?’ Heranstill faster, in spite of the pain,
andreached the end of the back wall of the Great House. As
he crossed the space between the Great House and Trustee’s
House hesawtorches and heard a great noise. He bolted into
the desert, heading for Muqattam Bazaar. He felt that the pain
would overcome him sooner or later, and that the pursuers’
footsteps were growing closer and their voices louder as they
shouted in the stillness: ‘Get him! Catch him!’ At that he drew
the bottle out of his cloak — the bottle that he had spent
months testing — stopped running and faced the approach-
ing men. He peered at them till he could make out their
shapes, then flung the bottle atthem. Asecond later there was
an explosion such as no ear had heard before, followed by
screams and groans.

Arafa began to run again, no longer pursued. At the edge of
the desert he threw himself down on the ground, panting and
moaning. He lay there, weak and racked with pain, alone
under the stars. He looked behind him, but all was darkness

454



Arafa

and silence. With his hand he wiped away the blood oozing
fromhislegandstancheditwithsand. Heknew he mustgoon,
whatever the cost, and he levered himself up and limped
towards Derrasa. When hereached it hesawashape approach-
ing and eyed it anxiously, but it passed him without turning.
He sighed with relief and went back by the same roundabout
way he had come. When he neared Gebelaawi Alley there was
a dreadful din such as was never heard at that time of night.
Snarls, wails, angry shouts and evil oaths flew about in the
darkness. He hung back a while, then went forward keeping
closetothewalls. He peeped with one eyeround the corner at
the end of the Alley and saw a huge crowd at the other end,
between the houses of the Trustee and Saadallah. Meanwhile,
Qaasim’s sector looked dark and deserted. He crept along,
hugging the walls, till he reached cover in his tenement-house.

He threw himself down between Awaatif and Hanash, then
uncovered his bloody leg. Awaatif was alarmed and hurried
away to fetch a basin and jug of water. She washed the wound
and he had to clench his teeth to prevent himself from crying
out. Hanash helped her, saying anxiously:

— They’re burning with rage out there.

Arafa screwed up his face as he asked:

— What did they say about the explosion?

— The men who were chasing you described what hap-
pened and nobody would believe them. But people were
amazed at the injuries to their faces and necks, and the story
of the explosion almost made them forget the murder of
Saadallah.

Arafa said:

—The Strongman of the Alley is dead; tomorrow the others
will begin to fight for his position. (Then, looking tenderly at
his wife who was busy binding up his wounds:) The age of
strongmen is about to end, and the first to go will be your
father’s murderer.

She did notanswer. Hanash’s eyes continued torove round
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anxiously. Arafa buried his head in his hands because of the
pain.

105*********************

Early next morning at the door of the basement someone
knocked. When Awaatif opened it, she saw in front of her
Yoonus, gatekeeper of Trustee’s House. She greeted him
courteouslyandinvited himin,buthestayedwhere hewasand
said:

— His Honor the Trustee invites Mr Arafa to meet him for
urgent consultations.

Awaatif went totell Arafa, feeling anything but the pleasure
that might have been natural in other circumstances. After a
little while Arafa emerged, putting on his best clothes — a
white jellaba, a spotted turban and clean shoes — but he was
walking with a stick because of a new and very visible limp. He
raised his hand in greeting and said: ‘At your service.” He
followed the gatekeeper out. Gloom hung over the Alleyfrom
endtoendand people’sanxiouseyesseemedtobeaskingwhat
disasters tomorrow would bring. The strongmen and their
followers were conferring in the cafes, while in Saadallah’s
home there was constant wailing and moaning.

Arafafollowed thegatekeeperthroughthegateof Trustee’s
House and they walked up the path under its canopy of
jasmine to the veranda. He considered the points of resem-
blance between this and the Great House, and there were so
many that he decided the only difference was in the steps. He
said to himself angrily: ‘You imitate him when it suits you, not
when it suits the people.’

Thegatekeeperwentin first to ask if Arafa might enter, then
he came back and showed him in. He hobbled into the great
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drawing room where he found Qadri the Trusteesitting at the
far end, waiting for him. Hestopped afewyardsawayfrom him
andbowedrespectfully. Hesawatoncetheman’sgreat height
and powerful build and his fleshy red face; but when he smiled
in acknowledgment of Arafa’s greeting, he revealed dirty
yellow teeth that did not match the majesty of his outward
appearance. He motioned Arafatositbeside him on the divan,
but Arafa went over to the nearest chair saying:

— Excuse me, your Honor!

But the Trustee insisted he sit on the divan and said gently
but firmly:

— Here... sit here!

Aralacould not avoid sitting beside him. He perched on the
very end of the divan, saying to himself that the matter he had
come for must be very secret. He becamesure of thiswhen he
saw that the gatekeeper locked the door. Hewaited quietlyand
meekly. The Trustee studied him calmly then said in a con-
spiratorial tone:

— Arafa, why did you kill Saadallah?

Gaze froze under gaze. His joints became weak. Everything
spunround. Future became past. He saw the man’s confident
eyes fixed on him and did not doubt that he knew everything
with fateful certainty. The Trustee gave him no time to think,
but went on rather briskly:

— Don'’t be afraid! Why do you kill if you're so frightened?
Controlyour feelings and answer me. Just tell me plainly: why
did you kill Saadallah?

Arafa could not bear the silence. He spoke without knowing
what he was saying:

— Sir..! Me?

— You son of a bitch, do you think I'm raving? Do you think
I’m accusing without proof? Answer me: why did you kill him?

In terror and despair, Arafa let his eyes wander aimlessly
over the room. The Trustee spoke in a voice as cold as death:

— There’s no escape Arafa. There are people outside who
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would chew you to pieces and drink your blood if they knew
about you.

The wailing in Strongman's House grew louder. All hope
was lost. He opened his mouth without saying anything. The
Trustee said harshly:

—Silenceseems an easyescape, but I'll throwyou to the wild
animals outside and sayto them: ‘Here is Saadallah’s killer.” If
you like, I'll say: ‘Here is Gebelaawi’s killer.’

Arafa exclaimed in a strangled voice:

— Gebelaawi’s?!

— You dig tunnels under back walls. You got away the first
time but slipped up the second. Why do you Kkill, though,
Arafa?

He said hopelessly, without purpose or meaning:

— Innocent, your Honor... I'm innocent.

— If I made public the charge against you, nobody would
askme for proof: in our Alley rumor is truth, truth is sentence
and sentence is execution. But tell me what made you break
into the Great House and then murder Saadallah?

The man knew everything. Arafa had no idea how, but he
knew everything. Otherwise how could he alone in the whole
Alley bring these charges?

— Did you intend to steal?

Arafalooked down in despair and said nothing. The Trustee
bellowed:

— Talk, you child of vipers!

— Sir....!

— Whydo youwanttostealwhenyou’re better off than most
people?

He answered in a tone of helpless acknowledgement:

— The soul is prone to evil.

The Trustee laughed triumphantly. Arafa wondered con-
fusedly why:the man had putoffkilling him tillnow; in fact, why
hadn’t he told his secret to one of the strongmen instead of
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sending for him in this strange way? The Trustee left him to his
thoughts, asif to torment him, then said:

— You’re a dangerous man.

— I'm a poor man.

— Can a man be called poor when he has a weapon like
yours, which makes nonsense of cudgels?

A dead mandoesn’tcryfor the loss of his sight. Thismanwas
the true magician. The Trustee enjoyed his despair for awhile,
then explained:

— One of my servants joined your pursuers. He lagged
behind and was not caught by your weapon. Then he followed
you stealthily by himself without you seeing. In Derrasa he
recognized you, only he didn’tattack for fear of your surprises
but hurried back and told me.

— Isn’t it possible he'll tell somebody else?

— He’satrustworthy servant. (Then ina meaningful tone:)
And now tell me about your weapon.

The mist began to clear from Arafa’s eyes; the man wanted
something more precious than his life. His despair was total.
What escape was there? He said in a subdued voice:

— It’s simpler than people imagine.

The Trustee frowned.

— I could easily search your house now, but I don’t want to
draw attention to you. Do you understand? (Then, after a
pause:) You won'’t die as long as you obey me.

His eyes glittered with menace as he spoke. Abandoning
himself to despair, Arafa replied:

— You’ll find me obedient to your will.

— You’ve begun to understand me, Mr Know-all Arafa. Ifit
hadbeen myintention to kill you, the dogs would already have
eaten you. (Then, alter clearing his throat:) That’s enough
about Gebelaawi and Saadallah. Tell me about your weapon;
what is it?

He replied cunningly:

— A magic bottle.
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The Trustee looked at him suspiciously.

— Explain!

Feeling for the first time a little easier, Arafa said:

— Only magicians understand the language of magic.

— Won’t you explain, even if I promise you safety?

Arafa laughed inwardly, but remained outwardly serious.

— I have only spoken the truth.

The man stared at the floor for awhile, thenlooked up and
asked:

— Do you have many of them?

— I have none at the moment.

The Trustee ground his teeth and shouted:

— Child of vipers!

— Search my house and see for yourself.

— Coula you make some more?

— Certainly.

The Trustee hugged himself with excitement.

— I'want lots of them.

— You shall have as many as you want.

For the first time they exchanged understanding looks.
Arafa said boldly:

— Your Honor wishes to dispense with those damnable
strongmen?

With a strange glint in his eye, Qadri asked:

— Tell me what made you break into the Great House.

— Only curiosity. I didn’t mean to kill that faithful servant.

The Trustee stared at him suspiciously.

— You caused the death of the great man.

— I'was heartbroken over that.

The Trustee shrugged his shoulders and said:

— If only we could live like him.

Arafa thought: ‘You dreadful hypocrite! You're only inter-
ested in the Trust.” But he said:

— May God grant you a long life!

The Trustee still sounded suspicious:
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— You really went just out of curiosity?

— Yes!

— And why did you kill Saadallah?

— Because, like you, I want to get rid of the strongmen.

The Trustee smiled.

— They're a great evil.

Arafa thought: ‘You only hate them because of the money
theytakefrom the Trust, notbecause of their wickedness.’ But
he said:

— You're quite right, sir.

— You’ll become richer than you ever dreamed.

Arafa said craftily:

— That’s all I wanted.

— You needn’t bother to work for milliemes; you'll have all
your time to make magic for my defence, and whatever your
heart desires shall be yours.

1 0 6 * * * * *x *x % % % % * *x % * *x * * *x * * x

On the sofa sat the three of them — Arafa describing what
had happened, and Awaatif and Hanash following his words
with anxious attention. Arafa finished by saying:

— We have no choice. Saadallah is not yet buried. It's either
accept or be destroyed!

Awaatif said:

— Or run away!

— There’s no escape from his spies who are all around us.

— We shan’t be safe under his protection.

He ignored her words, and would have liked to ignore her
thought. He turned to Hanash and asked:

— Why don’t you say something?

Hanash said sadly:
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— We came back to this Alley with simple, modest hopes.
You alone have to answer for the change that came about later
— for the high hopes we came to have. I was against your
ambition at first, but I didn’t hesitate to help you. I began to
be convinced by your views, little by little, till my only hope was
the Alley’s hope of freedom and perfection. Now you surprise
us with a new plan by which we’ll become a terrible tool for
oppression — a tool that can’t be resisted or destroyed,
whereas a strongman can be fought or killed.

Awaatif said:

— And after that there will be no safety for us; he may get
what he wants from you and then getrid of youbyatrick,ashe
is now preparing to do with the strongmen.

Deep down Arafa could not help agreeing with what they
said, but he spoke as if trying to persuade himself:

— I'll make him need my magic always.

Awaatif said:

— At best you’ll be his new strongman.

Hanash backed her up:

— Yes,onewhoseweaponisabottleinstead ofacudgel. And
remember how he feels about the strongmen; then you’ll
know how he’ll feel about you.

Arafa became angry.

— Well,well! It’sasif Iwas the greedyone andyouwere both
pure. But it’s methat you came to believe in. I only spent my
nights awake in the back room and risked death twice for the
good of the Alley. If you don’t want to accept what'’s being
forced on us, tell me what’s to be done.

He gave them a look of angry defiance. Neither of them
spoke. Pain was crushing him and hesawtheworld as a stifling
nightmare. He was overcome by a strange feeling that his
sufferingwas in revenge for his cruel trespass on his Ancestor.
His grief and anguish grewworse. Awaatif whisperedin desper-
ate entreaty:

— Let’s run away.
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He asked angrily:

— How?

— I don’t know, but it can’t be harder for you than getting
into Gebelaawi’s house.

He puffed.

— TheTrusteeiswaiting for us, and his spies are allaround;
how could we possibly escape?

Therewasasilence like that of Gebelaawi’s tomb. Arafa said
reproachfully:

— I don’t want to bear failure alone.

Hanash said apologetically:

— We have no choice. (Then, brightly:) The future may
bring a chance to escape.

Arafasaid absently:

— Who knows!

IHe went to the backroom, followed by Hanash. They began
packing glass and gravel and other ingredients into bottles.
Arafa said:

— We must invent symbols for our magic procedures and
writethem in asecretbook so that our efforts don’trisk getting
lost — and so that my death will not mean the end of the
experiments. Besides, I hope you’ll be ready to learn magic,
for we have no idea what fate has in store for us.

They went on working with great care. Arafa glanced at his
companion and saw that he wasscowling. He did not hide his
thoughts, but made the best of the strange situation.

— These bottles will finish off the strongmen.

Hanash said, almost in a whisper:

— Not to our advantage nor that of the Alley.

Arafa spoke without pausing in his work:

— What has the rebec told you? In the past there were men
like Gebel, Rifaa and Qaasim; why shouldn’t such men come
in the future?

IHanash sighed.

— I'almost thought sometimes that you were one of them.
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Arafa laughed a short, dry laugh.

— Has my failure made you change your mind about that?

Hanash said nothing. Arafa went on:

— Ishall never be like them from one point of view at least:
they had a following, but as for me, nobody understands me.
(Helaughed.) Qaasim could win astaunchfollower byasingle
kind word, but it will take me years and years to train one man
in myworkand make himinto myfollower. (He finishedfilling
abottle, putthe corkinand heldituptothelampadmiringly.)
Today these just frighten people and cut their faces; tomorrow
they may kill. I tell you, there will be no end to magic.

107*********************

Who would be Strongman of the Alley? No sooner had
Saadallah beenlaidin his grave than people began to wonder.
Each faction started pushing its own man. Gebel’s people said
Yoosuf was the most powerful and the one most certainly
related to Gebelaawi, and the Rifaaite’s said they were the
followers of the finest person the Alley had ever known, the
man Gebelaawi had buried in his own house and with his own
hands. Qaasim’s people said they were the ones who had used
victory not just for the benefit of their own sector, but for the
benefit of everyone, and that the Alley had been united in the
days of their hero and ruled by justice and brotherhood. As
usual, the differences began as whisperings over the hashish,
which spread and grew till people were preparing for the
worst. The strongmen stopped going about alone, and if they
stayed up late in a cafe or hashish den they were surrounded
by supporters armed with cudgels. Each bard prayed to the
sound of his rebec for the strongman of his sector. The
shopkeepers and peddlers scowled and looked gloomy, and
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people were so worried and afraid that they forgot about the
death of Gebelaawi and the murder of Saadallah. Um Nabawia
the bean seller expressed the general feeling when she cried
out at the top of her voice:

— Damn this life! Those who die are the lucky ones.

One evening a voice shouted from a roof in Gebel’s sector:

— Listen, you people, and let reason judge between us and
you: Gebel’s sector is the oldest and Gebel was the first of our
heroes, so it will disgrace nobody if you accept Yoosuf as
strongman.

Shoutsofderisionrang outfrom the Rifaaitesand Qaasimites,
mixed with obsceneinsults and curses. In no time urchins had
gathered chanting:

Yoosuf with your lousy face it’s you,
You who find a crazy thing to do!

People’s hearts became still harder and blacker. The only
thing that putoffdisaster was that three factions were involved;
two would have to unite, or one must withdraw from the
competition. Incidents began happening far from the Alley.
Two peddlers fought at Beit el-Qadi; one— a Qaasimite — lost
some teeth while the other — a Gebelite — lost an eye. At
Hammam el-Sultan there wasabattle between women from all
three factions, naked in the baths. Theyscratched and biteach
otherandtore ateach other’s hair. Theairwas thick with flying
jugs, pumice stones, luffas and pieces of soap. Two women
fainted and one had a miscarriage, and blood was everywhere.
Later the sameday, after the amazons had trooped back to the
Alley, they resumed battle on the rooftops, and the sky was
filled with missiles, and filthy insults flew up to the clouds.

TheTrusteesecretlysenta messenger to Yoosuf, the Gebelite
strongman, asking him to come for a meeting without letting
anyone know. The Trustee received him graciously and asked
him to do something to calm people down in his sector,
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especially as it was the one next to Trustee’s House. When he
shookhis handtosaygoodbye, the Trusteesaidhe hopedthat,
the next time they met, Yoosuf would be Strongman of the
Alley. The man left intoxicated by the thought of this frank
support and believing power was in his grasp. Soon he had
organized his people, and they whispered to one another
about the power and prestige that tomorrow held in store for
them. The newsgotoutto therestofthe Alley,and feelingsran
high. Not many days passed before Fisticuff and Harpstrings
met secretly and agreed to join forces to destroy Yoosuf and
then, after victory, to draw lots to become strongman.

Nextdayatdawn the men of Qaasim and Rifaagatheredand
attacked Gebel’s sector. There was a fierce battle and Yoosuf
and many of his men were killed. The Gebelites submitted in
despair to superior strength. The afternoon was chosen for
lots to be drawn as agreed, and at the appointed hour the
Qaasimite and Rifaaite men and women hurried to the top of
the Alley, filling the area between Trustee’s House and
Strongman’s House, which would belong to the winner of the
draw. Harpstrings and Fisticuff arrived, each with his gang,
and greeted each other amicably and peacefully. They em-
bracedinfront of everyone, and Fisticuff saidin a voice thatall
could hear:

— You and I are brothers and we’ll remain brothers what-
ever happens.

Harpstrings said with enthusiasm:

— Always!

The two factions stood opposite one another, separated by
aspaceinfront of the entrance of the Great House. Two men
came forward, one from each side, with a basket full of paper
bags. They put it down in the space and retreated, each to his
ownpeople. Itwasannounced that the hammer was Fisticuff’s
symbol and the cleaver Harpstrings’, and that models of each
were equally divided between the bags. A young man was led
blindfold to the basket to make the draw. In the tense silence
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he dipped in his hand and pulled out a paper bag. Still
blindfold, he opened it, took out its content and held it up.
The Qaasimites shouted:

— The cleaver! The cleaver!

Harpstrings stretched his hand out to Fisticuffwho tookand
squeezed it, grinning. There were excited shouts of:

— Long live Harpstrings, Strongman of the Alley!

From the ranks of the Rifaaites a man came towards
Harpstrings, hisarms wide open. Harpstrings opened hisarms
to embrace him, but the man stabbed him in the heart with
incredible force and speed. Harpstrings fell forward, dead.
There was a moment of stunned silence, then an explosion of
furious shouts and threats. The two factions met in fierce and
bloody battle but none of the Qaasimites could stand against
Fisticuff. Soon the prospect of defeat broke their spirit, and
some fell while others fled, and by the evening Fisticuff was
firmly established as Strongman of the Alley. While Qaasim’s
sector resounded with howls of grief, Rifaa’s was filled with
shouts of joy, and they crowded into the Alley, dancing round
Fisticuff.

Suddenly a voice shouted above the cheers:

— Quiet! Listen! Listen you sheep!

They looked round in amazement to see the arrival of
Yoonus, the Trustee's gatekeeper, followed by the Trustee
himself, ringed by his servants. Fisticuff went towards the
Trustee’s party, saying:

— Fisticuff, Strongman of the Alley, at your service!

TheTrustee glared at him scornfully. In the terrible silence
that fell, he said:

— Fisticuff, Idon’twant any strongmen in the Alley, nor any
strongman methods.

Rifaa’s men were bewildered, and the triumphant smiles
died on their lips. Fisticuff asked in astonishment:

— What does your Honor mean?
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— We don’t want any strongmen nor any strongman meth-
ods. Let the Alley live in peace!

— Peace?!

The Trustee looked at him coldly but Fisticuff asked pro-
vocatively:

— And who will protect you?

Bottles flew from the hands of the servants and landed on
Fisticuffandhismen. Explosions shook thewalls,andsplinters
of glass and pellets of gravel flew into faces and bodies. Blood
flowed, and terror seized them in its talons. Bewildered and
helpless, Fisticuff and his men went down, and the servants
finished them off. There were howls of misery from the
Rifaaites, and cries of spiteful joy from the Gebelites and
Qaasimites. Yoonus walked to the middle of the Alley and
called for silence, then proclaimed:

— People of the Alley, happiness and peace have been
granted toyou bygrace of his Honor the Trustee. Longmayhe
live! From todaythere are no strongmen to humiliate you and
steal your money.

Shouts of joy rose to the sky.

108*********************

Arafa and his family moved by night from their basementin
the Rifaaite sector to Strongman’s House on the right of the
Great House. It was the Trustee’s order, against which there
was no recourse. They found themselves in a dream-like place.
They wandered about the luxuriant garden, the delightful
garden-house, theveranda, thedrawingroom, the bedrooms,
the boudoirs, the upstairs dining-room and the roof with its
collection of hen-houses, rabbit-hutches and dove-cotes. For
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the first time they put on fine clothes, breathed pure air and
savored delicate scents. Arafa said:

— A little replica of the Great House, but without the
secrets.

Hanash asked:

— And your magic? Doesn’t that count as a secret?

Awaatif’s eyes were full of astonishment.

— Nobody could dream of anything like this.

The three of them changed in appearance, color and odor.
Hardly had they begun to get used to the place than a group
of men andwomen presented themselves. One said he was the
gatekeeper, another the cook, a third the gardener, a fourth
the poultry-keeper, and the rest said they were housemaids.
Arafa asked in amazement:

— Who sent you?

The gatekeeper spoke for them:

— His Honor the Trustee.

Soon after, Arafa was summoned by the Trustee and went
straight away. They sat down side by side on the divan in the
drawing room and Qadri said:

— We shall meet often, Arafa; don’tletitdisturbyou when
I send for you.

In fact he was worried by the place, the occasion and the
man, but he said cheerfully:

— You are too good, sir.

— The good comes from your magic. How do you like the
house?

— Itis beyond the dreams of poor people like us. And today
all sorts of servants came to us.

The Trustee studied his face as he said:

— They are people of mine whom I sent over to serve and
protect you.

— Protect me?!

Qadri laughed.

— Yes! Didn’t you know that in the Alley they’re talking
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about nothing but your move to Strongman’s House. They’re
saying to each other: ‘So, ke’s the one who makes the magic
bottles.” The strongmen’s families haven’t disappeared, you
know, and the rest are dying of jealousy. So you’re in grave
danger. My advice is not to trust anybody or walk alone or go
far from your house.

Arafa frowned. He was just a prisoner surrounded by anger
and hatred. Qadri went on:

— But don’t be afraid. My men are around you. Enjoy life
as you please in your house and in mine. What will you have
lost? What else is there other than desert and ruins? Don’t
forget that in the Alley people are saying: ‘Saadallah’s killer
used thesameweaponasFisticuff’s, and hiswayinto Saadallah’s
house was the same as the way the Great House was broken
into;so one man killed Fisticuff and Saadallah and Gebelaawi:
Arafa the magician.’

Arafa trembled, shouting:

— This is a sword over my head.

The Trustee said calmly:

— There’s no need to be afraid as long as you’re under my
protection and surrounded by my servants.

Arafathought: ‘Youwretch; you’ve made me your prisoner.
I wanted to use magic to destroy you, not to serve you. Now
thoseIlove and wish tofree hate me,and I maybekilledbyone
of them.” Out loud, he said hopefully:

— Share out the strongmen’s portion between the people;
they will be pleased with you and with us.

Qadri laughed scornfully.

— Then why get rid of the strongmen? (He examined him
coldly:) Soyou’re looking for ways toplease them! Give thatup
and getusedtotheir hatred asI have done. And don’t forget
that your real protection lies in pleasing me.

Arafa said in despair:

— I've been at your service and still am.

The Trustee raised his eyes to the ceiling, as though study-
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ing its decorations, then looked back at Arafa and said:

— I 'hope the pleasures of your new life won’t distract you
from your magic. (Arafa nodded.) And that you’ll make as
many of the magic bottles as possible.

— We don’t need any more than we already have.

Qadri smiled to hide his annoyance.

— Wouldn't it be a good idea to stockpile agood number
of them?

Arafa did not answer. He was overcorne with despair; was it
his turn already? He asked suddenly:

— Your Honor, if my staying is a nuisance to you, let me go
away for good.

Qadri looked alarmed.

— What did you say, young man?

Arafa faced him with a frank look.

— I know my life depends on how much you need me...

Qadri laughed mirthlessly.

—Don’tgetthe idea Iunderrate your intelligence. I cansee
what you’re thinking; but why do you imagine my need for you
is limited to the bottles? Doesn’tyour magic have the power to
work other wonders?

Arafa persisted in his first line of thought.

— It was your men who spread the secret of my services to
you; I’'m sure of that. But you mustremember too thatyour life
depends on me. (The Trustee frowned menacingly but Arafa
went on:) Today you have no strongman; your only power
comes from my bottles, and the few that you have don’t make
you independent at all. If I died today, you would follow me
tomorrow.

The Trustee suddenly turned on him like a wild beast,
seized him by the throat and squeezed till his body trembled.
But he quickly relaxed his grip, removed his hands and said,
smiling evilly:

— See what your blathering tongue has made me do, Mr
Know-All Arafa, when there’s noreason for us to quarrel, and
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when we can enjoy the fruits of victory in peace. (Arafa
breathed deeply to get his wind back. Qadri went on:) Don’t
beafraid;yourlifeisinnodangerfrom me.I careforitas much
as I care for life itself. Enjoy the world and don’t forget your
magic, whose fruits we gather. Realize that if one of us betrays
the other, he betrays himself.

Awaatif and Hanash looked miserable when he recounted
this conversation to them in the new house. None of the three
seemed to be finding any real peace in their changed life.
However, they forgot their worries at supper round a table
laden with all kinds of delicious food and vintage wine. For the
first time Arafaand Hanash laughed heartily. The two of them
started to live as circumstances dictated. They worked in a
room behind the drawing room, which they fitted out for
magic. Arafa took great trouble putting down the symbols he
had devised in an exercise book that only the two of them knew
about. Hanash said to him one time while they were working:

— What prisoners we are!

— Talk quietly; the walls have ears.

Hanash looked resentfully towards the door, then went on,
almost in a whisper:

— Wouldn’t it be possible for you to make a new weapon
with which we could destroy him by surprise?

— We wouldn’t get a chance to test it secretly with all these
servants around. There’s nothing about us he doesn’t know.
And if we destroyed him, then before we could defend our-
selves we’'d be destroyed by the people who want revenge.

— Then why work so hard?

Arafa sighed.

— Because nothing is left to me except my work.

In the evening Arafa would go to Trustee’s House to sit
drinkingwith him, then would come home atnighttofind that
Hanash had prepared a little hashish session in the garden or
by the wood-lattice bay window, and the two of them would
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smoke together. Arafa had not been a hashish-smoker before,
butthe currentofevents carried himalongand tedium preyed
on him. Even Awaatif learnt these habits. They had to forget
their boredom and fear, their despair and guilt, just as they
hadto forget the great hopes of the past. Still, the two men had
work to do but Awaatif had none. She used to eat till she was
sick of eating and sleep till she was weary of sleeping, and she
would spend hours in the garden enjoying its many-colored
beauty. She remembered that she was living the life Adham
hadyearned for. What a dull life it was! How could anyone have
wanted it badly enough to pine away? Perhaps it would have
been like his dream if it had not been a prison, surrounded by
enmity and hatred. But a prison it would remain, and the only
escape was beside the hashish brazier.

One night Arafawaslate back from Trustee’s House and she
had the idea of waiting for him in the garden. The caravan of
night advanced, led by the moon, and she sat listening to the
rustling of branches and the croaking of frogs. She heard the
gate open and prepared to meet him, but a swish of clothes
from the direction of the basement caught her ear and in the
moonlight shesawthe figure of a maid hurry towards the gate,
not noticing her. Arafa came forward, staggering a little, the
maid went over to the wall by the veranda, and he joined her.
Then Awaatif saw them embracein the deep shadow castbythe
moon.

Awaatif exploded, as befitsawoman of Gebelaawi Alley. She
leapton the kissing couple like a lioness and beat Arafa’s head
with her fists till he staggered back, lost his balance and fell.
She clawed at the maid’s neck and hit her about the head till
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her screams pierced the silence of the night. Arafa stood up
but did not dare go near the battle. Hanash hurried up,
followed byseveral servants. Whenhe sawwhathad happened
hesent the servants away and tactfullyintervened between the
twowomen tillhewasableto escort Awaatif home, still pouring
outastream of oathsand cursesandinsults. Arafa made his way
unsteadily up to the wood-lattice window looking out over the
desert and threw himself down on his cushion, alone in the
hashish-den. He stretched out his legs, propped his head
against the wall and lay there half conscious. Hanash joined
him after some time and without a word sat down facing him
across the brazier. He gave him a quick glance, then looked
back at the floor and finally broke the silence:

— The scandal was bound to come.

Arafa looked up, his eyes full of shame, and hastily changed
the subject:

— Light up!

They stayed in the wood-lattice bay window till early next
morning. The maid went and another took her place. The all-
pervading atmosphere seemed to Awaatif to produce one
affair after another, and she began putting the worst interpre-
tation on his every move to fit in with her suspicions. Life
became hell, for she had lost the one comfort that had
sustained her in her fearful prison. The house did not belong
to her nor did her husband. Itwasa prisonbydayand abrothel
by night. Where was the Arafa she had loved, the Arafa who
had defied Harpstrings to marry her, who had risked death
time after time for the sake of the Alley, till she had begun to
think he was one of the rebec’s heroes? Now he was just a
scoundrel like Qadri or Saadallah, and life at his side was a
burning torment, one long nightmare.

Arafa came home one night from Trustee’s House and
found no trace of Awaatif. The gatekeeper said he had seen
her leave the house at nightfalland not come back. His breath
reeking of wine, Arafa asked:
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— Where do you think she’s gone?

Hanash said anxiously:

— If she’s in the Alley she'll be with her old neighbor,
Snarler’s mother, the woman who sells lemon sweets.

Arafa said angrily:

— You can’t catch a woman by kindness, as they say in the
Alley. I'll ignore her till she comes crawling back.

But she did not come back. Ten days passed. Arafa decided
to go by night to Snarler’s mother, meaning no one to know
that he had gone. At the appointed hour he slipped out of the
house followed by Hanash. Scarcely had they gone any way
than they heard footsteps behind them. They turned and saw
two servants from the house following them. Arafa said:

— Go back to the house!

One of them answered:

— We’'re guarding you by order of his Honor the Trustee.

He was furious, but did not insist. They all went to an old
tenement-house in Qaasim’s sector and climbed to the top
floor where Snarler’s mother had a room. Arafa knocked at
the door several times, and Awaatif herself opened it, looking
very sleepy. When she made out his face by the light of a tiny
lamp in her hand, she scowled and drew back. He followed
her, closing the door behind him. In the corner of the room
Snarler’s mother woke up and stared at Arafa in astonishment.
Awaatif said angrily:

— What brings you here? What do you want? Go back to
your blessed house!

Snarler’s mother whispered uneasily, peering at his face:

— Arafa the magician!

Arafa spoke to his wife, taking no notice of the other
woman'’s alarm:

— Be sensible and come with me!

She spoke with naked fury:

— I'll never come back to your prison. I won’t destroy the
peace of mind that I find in this room.
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— But you're my wife.

She shouted:

— Your wives are there and in good health.

Snarler’s mother protested:

— Let her sleep! Come back in the morning!

He glared at her coldly without a word, thenlooked back at
his wife and said:

— Every man makes mistakes.

She yelled:

— You’'re just one big mistake.

He edged towards her and spoke in his gentlest tone:

— Awaatif, little passion-flower, I can’t live without you.

— But I can live without you.

— Are you giving me up because I once slipped up when I
was drunk?

She quivered with rage.

— Don’tmake an excuse of drink; your whole life is nothing
butslippingup. You’dneed dozens of excusesfor allthe wrong
you’ve done. All I could expect is pain and trouble.

— Anyway it’d be better than life in this room.

She smiled a bitterly sarcastic smile.

— Don’t be so sure! Tell me why your jailers have let you
come to me!

— Awaatif!

— I’m not coming back to a house where I have nothing to
do except yawn and watch the love affairs of my husband, the
great magician.

He tried in vain to make her change her mind. She coun-
tered his gentleness with stubbornness, his anger with anger,
and his abuse with abuse. He gave up in despair and left the
place,followed by his companionand the two servants. Hanash
asked:

— What are you going to do?

He answered with resentful resignation:

— The same as every day.
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Qadri the Trustee asked him:

— Any news of your wife?

Arafa answered as he sat down beside him:

— Stubborn as a mule, for God’s sake!

— Don’t bother with her when you have better women!
(Then after studying Arafa anxiously:) Does your wife know
any of the secrets of your work?

Arafa gave him a queer look.

— Only a magician knows magic.

— I'm afraid that...

— There’s not a shadow of anything to be afraid of. (Then
after a pause he added with feeling:) You're not to lift a finger
against her as long as I'm alive.

The Trustee suppressed his annoyance and smiled, indicat-
ing two [ull glasses.

— Who said anybody would lift a finger against her?

1 1 0 * * * * * % * * * * *x % * *x * *x * * *x * x

Once Qadri’s friendship with Arafa had grown firm, he
began inviting him to his special parties, which usually began
at midnight. Arafa attended an amazing one in the great
drawing room. There was every kind of food and drink, and
beautiful women danced naked. Arafa nearly went crazy with
the drink and the spectacle. He saw the Trustee acting with
complete abandon, like a deranged animal.

e invited Arafa to another party in the garden, among
shrubs round which ran a stream that sparkled in the light of
the moon. Beside them they had fruit and wine, and in front
of them were two beautiful girls, one to tend the brazier, the
other tolookafter the hookah. A nightbreeze stirred, wafting
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to them the scents of flowers, the melody of a lute and the
sound of voices singing:

Here's a paradise of mint and clove,
Fit for heroes of hashish to rove.

The night was bright with the full moon, whose whole disc
appeared whenever the breeze parted the branches of the
luxuriant mulberry tree, and points of light shone through the
mass of twigs and leaves when the branches closed again. The
hookahin thelovelygirl’shandintoxicated Arafaand hishead
seemed to turnin harmonywith the heavenlyspheres. He said:

— God have mercy on Adham!

The Trustee smiled.

— And God have mercy on Idrees! What makesyou think of
him?

— The place we'resitting in.

— Adham loved dreams but he only knew the ones that
Gebelaawi put in his head. (He laughed.) Gebelaawi whom
you released from the torment of old age!

Arafa’s heart contracted and his intoxication vanished. He
murmured:

— Ineverin mylife killed anybody exceptan evil strongman.

— And Gebelaawi’s servant.

— I didn’t mean to kill him.

— You're a coward, Arafa.

His thoughtsfled to the moon, and he gazed up through the
branches, leaving the hashish den for the sounds of the lute.
Then he beganstealing glancesatthe girl’shand as she packed
down the hashish. The Trustee asked loudly:

— Where are you, so far away?

Arafa turned to him and asked with a smile:

— Do you stay up like this alone, your Honor?

— Nobody here is fit to join me.

— Even I have only Hanash to drink with.
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— Once you're stoned it doesn’t matter being alone.

Arafa hesitated a little, then said:

— We’'re prisoners aren’t we, your Honor.

— What do you expect as long as we are surrounded by
people who hate us?

He remembered Awaatif’s words, and the way she had
preferred the home of Snarler’s mother to his house. He said
with a sigh:

— What a curse!

— Be careful, or you’ll spoil our enjoyment.

Arafa took the hookah.

— May life be always enjoyable!

Qadri laughed:

— Always? It would be enough if your magic could let us
keep some of the spirit of youth all our lives.

Arafafilled his lungs with the night air of the garden, whose
fragrance was enhanced by the dew.

— Luckily Arafa is not without his uses.

The Trustee let the girl take back the hookah and puffed out
a thick cloud of smoke, which shone silver in the moonlight.
He said sadly:

— Why does old age overtake us? We eat the tastiest food, we
drink the finest wines, and we enjoy the best possible life, but
age creeps over uswhen the time comes, and nothing can turn
it back any more than the sun or the moon.

— But Arafa’s pills turn the chill of old age into warmth.

— There is one thing before which you are helpless.

— And what is that?

The Trustee looked sad in the moonlight.

— What thing is most hateful to you?

Perhaps it was the prison in which he had been placed, or
the hatred all round him, or else it was the goal he had given
up; but he said:

— Losing youth.

— Oh no; you're not afraid of that.
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— How can I not be when my wife has gone off furious?

— Women will always find one reason or another for fury.

A gust of wind made the branches rustle and the charcoal
glow. Qadri asked:

— Why do we die, Arafa?

Arafa stared at him gloomily but said nothing. Qadri went
on:

— Even Gebelaawi died.

It was as if a needle had pierced his heart, but he said:

— We are all mortal and the children of mortals.

Qadri said with annoyance:

— I don’t need to be reminded of that.

— May your life be long, sir.

— Long or short, the end is that pit of worms.

Arafa spoke gently:

— Don’t let thoughts spoil your tranquility.

—Theywon’tleave me. Death... death... always death! It can
come atany time and for the slightest reason, or for noreason
at all. Where is Gebelaawi? Where are the heroes whose deeds
are sung to the music of the rebec? Thisisafate thatshould not
be.

Arafa glanced at him and saw his pale face and his an-
guished eyes. There was a glaring contradiction between his
state of mind and his surroundings. Arafawasuneasy and said:

— The important thing is for life to be as it should.

Qadri waved his hand angrily and said with a ferocity that
killed all tranquility stone dead:

— Life is what it should be and better; it lacks nothing. Even
youth can be brought back by pills. Butwhat use is all thatwhen
death follows us like a shadow? How can I forget it, when it
reminds me of itself every hour?

He enjoyed Qadri’s suffering, but soon he despised his own
feelings. He followed the girl’s hand with sympathetic yearn-
ing and wondered: ‘Who can guarantee that I'll see the moon
another night?’ Then he said:
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— Perhaps we need more wine.

— In the morning we’ll be sober.

Arafa felt contempt for him. He thought this was a good
opportunity and he took it, saying:

— If it wasn’t for the envy of those around us who are
deprived, the taste of life would change in our mouths.

The Trustee laughed scornfully and said:

— Talk of the impossible! Suppose we could raise the life of
the people to our level, would death stop stalking us?

Arafa conceded with a nod and waited for Qadri’s anger to
subside, then said:

— Death breeds where there’s poverty and misery and bad
conditions.

— And where there are none of those things, you fool!

Arafa smiled.

— Yes, because it’s contagious.

The Trustce laughed.

— That’s the strangest argument for your helplessness.

Arafa took courage from his laughter.

— We don’t know anything about it; it may be like that. As
people’s conditions improve, their ills decrease and life grows
in value, and each happy person feels the urge to fight for the
destined happiness of life.

— And that’s not a bit of use.

— Oh, butitis. The magicians will bring people together to
resist death. Everybody who is able will work with magic. And
so death will be threatened with death.

The Trustee laughed loudly, then closed his eyes and was
lost in dreams. Arafa took the hookah and drew a long puff till
the hashish glowed. After an interval the lute sounded again
and the sweet voice sang: ‘Be long oh night.” Qadri said:

— You're a dope-head, Arafa, not a magician.

Arafa said candidly:

— That’s how we kill death.

— Why don’t you work at it by yourself?
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— I'work at it every day, but by myself I'm helpless in face of
1t.

The Trustee listened to the music without enthusiasm for a
while, then said:

— Oh, if only you could succeed, Know-All Arafa! What
would you do if you succeeded?

The words seemed to burst out:

— I'd bring Gebelaawi back to life.

Qadri grimaced disdainfully.

— That’s your business; you're his murderer.

Arafa frowned and muttered almost inaudibly:

— Oh, if only you could succeed, Arafa!

At dawn Arafa left Trustee’s House. He was in a drugged
man’senchanted world, and its soundsand sightswere blurred.
His feet would hardly carry him. He was heading for home
acrossthesleepingAlleybathed in moonlight. Half-way across,
infrontof the gate of the Great House a ghostly figure loomed
up from he could not tell where. It whispered to him:

— Good morning, Mr Arafal!

He was terrified, perhaps out of shock, but his two guards
leapt on the figure and caught hold of it. He peered at it and
clearly saw, in spite of his blurred vision, that it was a black
woman wrapped from neck to ankle in a black jellaba. He
ordered his servants to let her go, which they did, then asked
her:

— What do you want, woman?

— I'want to speak to you alone.

— Why?

— I’'m an unfortunate woman and [ want to make a plea.
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He said with annoyance, making to go:

— May God be gracious to you!

She implored him:

— By the life of your dear Ancestor, please let me.

He gave her an angry look, but his eyes stayed fixed on her
face. Where and when had he seen that face before? His heart
pounded and his intoxication vanished. This was the face he
hadseeninthedoorwayof Gebelaawi’sroomashe had hidden
behind the chair on the fateful night. This was Gebelaawi’s
servant who had shared his room. His limbs went weak with
fear and he stared into her face. One of his servants asked:

— Shall we chase her off?

— Go to the gate of my house and wait for me.

He waited till they had gone and he was alone with her in
frontofthe Great House. He studied her thin, black face with
its high, narrow [orehead, its pointed chin and wrinkled
mouth and brow. Hefeltcertainthatshe had notseen him that
night; but where had she been since Gebelaawi’s death, and
what brought her now? He asked:

— Yes, my dear lady?

— I'have no plea; I wanted to be alone with you to execute
somebody’s will.

— What will?

She leaned towards him and said:

— I'was Gebelaawi’s servant and he died in front of me.

— You?

— Yes! Believe me!

He needed no proof. He asked her in an agitated voice:

— How did the old man die?

— He was terribly sad when his servant’s body was found,
and suddenly there he was dying. I hurried over to support his
trembling back — that giant who had subdued the desert!

Arafa moaned loudly, breaking the silence of the night. His
headwas bowedinsorrowasif he wereshrinking from the light
ofthe moon. Thewomanwentbacktoherfirstline of thought.
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— I've come to execute his will.

Heraised his head to her, trembling, and asked:

— What do you mean? Tell me!

She said in a voice as gentle as the moonlight:

— Before he gave up the ghost, he said to me: ‘Go to Arafa
the magician and tell him from me that his Ancestor died
pleased with him.’

Arafa jumped as though he had been stung, and he ex-
claimed:

— Imposter! What’s your scheme?

— Sir! Please!

— Tell me what game you're playing.

She said simply:

— Nothing but what I've said, so help me God!

He asked suspiciously:

— What do you know about the murderer?

—Idon’tknow anything, sir. Since mymasterdied I've been
ill in bed. Thefirstthing I’ve done since getting better is come
and see you.

— What did he say to you?

— Go to Arafa the magician and tell him from me that his
Ancestor died pleased with him.

Arafa said fiercely:

— Liar! You know, you schemer, that I... (Then, changing
his tone:) How did you know where I was?

— I asked about you as soon as I came, and they said you
were at the Trustee’s, so I waited.

— Didn’t they tell you I killed Gebelaawi?

She said in horror:

— Nobody killed Gebelaawi; nobody could have killed him.

— You'rewrong. The manwhokilled his servant killed him.

She shouted angrily:

— Lies and fairy tales! He died in front of me.

Arafa wanted to cry, but no tears came. He stared at the
woman, defeated. She said simply:
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— Goodbye, then!

He asked her in voice that grated in his throat and seemed
to betray his inmost torment:

— Do you swear you've told the truth?

— I swear by God; let Him be my witness.

Dawn was beginning to tint the horizon as she left. He
followed her with his eyes till she disappeared, then left. In his
bedroom he fainted. After a few minutes he came round,
realized that he was dead with fatigue and fell asleep. But he
slept only for a couple of hours before his inner turmoil woke
him again. He called Hanash and told him the story of the
woman. Hanash stared at him in alarm and laughed when he
had finished, and said:

— You had a good dose yesterday!

Arafa was furious.

— What Isaw wasn’t a hallucination; it wasreal and there’s
no doubting it.

— Sleep! You need a good sleep.

— Don’t you believe me?

— Of course not! When you've slept as [ want you to, you
won’t come back with this story.

— Why don’t you believe me?

Hanash laughed.

— Iwas at the window as you left Trustee’s House and I saw
you cross the road to our house. You stopped for a while in
front of the Great House gate; then you went on, followed by
your two servants.

Arafa jumped up and said triumphantly:

— Bring me the two servants!

Hanash made a gesture of warning.

— Certainly not, or they’ll doubt your sanity.

He said with determination:

— I'm going to ask for their evidence in your presence.

Hanash implored him:
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— We have only alittle respect now from the servants; don’t
throw it away.

Arafa’s eyes had a deranged look. He spoke absently:

— I’'m not crazy. It wasn’t a hallucination. Gebelaawi died
pleased with me.

Hanash said tenderly:

— All right! But don’t call any of the servants.

— If anything terrible happens it will hit you first.

Hanash said patiently:

— God forbid! Let’s call the woman to talk to us herself.
Where did she go?

Arafafrowned as he tried toremember, then said anxiously:

— I forgot to ask where she lived.

— If what you saw had really happened, you wouldn’t have
let her go.

Arafa shouted:

—Itdid happen. I'm not crazy. Gebelaawi died pleased with
me.
Hanash said kindly:

— Don’t strain yourself; you need rest.

Hanash came close to him, stroked his head and gently led
him to the bed. He did not leave him till he was lying down.
Arafa closed his eyes wearily and was soon fast asleep.

Calmly and firmly Arafa said:

— I've decided to run away.

Hanashwas so astonished that his hands stopped their work.
He looked round cautiously and was frightened, although the
door of the workshop was closed. Arafa took no notice of his
astonishment and went on working. He said:
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— This prison no longer gives me anything but thoughts of
death. The pleasure and wine and dancing girls are just the
music of death. I seemtosmell the grave in every pot of flowers.

— But death is certainly waiting for us in the Alley.

— We’ll escape far away from the Alley. (Then, looking into
Hanash’s eyes:) And one day we shall come back to victory.

— If we manage to run away!

— The villains feel sure of us now. Escape won’t be impos-
sible for us.

Theywent on working silently for a while, then Arafa asked:

— Isn’t that what you wanted?

Hanash muttered in embarrassment:

—I'd almost forgotten. But tell me what’s made you decide
this today?

Arafa smiled.

—Our Ancestor let me know he was pleased with me in spite
of my breaking into his house and killing his servant.

Hanash looked astonished again.

— Are you going to risk your life for the sake of what you
dreamed when you were stoned?

— Callitwhatyoulike; I'm certain that he died pleased with
me. He wasn’t angry either at the breaking in or at the killing,
butif he could see my present life the world wouldn’t be wide
enough for his anger. (Then, in a soft voice:) And that’s why
he told me he was pleased.

Hanash shook his head in amazement.

— You used not to talk about him with respect.

— That was earlier, when I was full of doubts. Now that he’s
gone, respect is due to the dead man.

— God have mercy on him!

— Never, never can | forget that I caused his death. That’s
whymy job is to bring him back to life if I can. If Isucceed, we
shan’t know death.

Hanash looked at him sadly.
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— Magic has so far given you nothing but love potions and
deadly bottles.

— We know where magic begins, but we can’t imagine
where it will end. (Then, looking round the room:) We shall
destroy everything except the book, Hanash; it’s the treasure
chest of secrets. I shall put it next to my heart. We shan’t find
escape as hard as you think.

In the evening Arafa went as usual to Trustee’s House. A
little before dawn he returned home. He found Hanash awake
and waiting for him. They stayed in the bedroom a while, till
they were sure the servants were asleep. The two of them then
crept stealthily to the veranda. The servant sleeping by the
balustrade snored regularly. They went down the steps and
towards the gate. Hanash went over to the gatekeeper’s bed
and clubbed it with a stick, but it struck a cotton dummy and
made an alarming thudin the stillness of the night. They were
afraid the noise might have woken someone and waited at the
gate with pounding hearts. Then Arafa drew the bolt gently,
opened the gate and slipped out, followed by Hanash. They
closed the gate and stole away through the darkness and
silence, adhering to the walls and making for the home of
Snarler’s mother. Half-way down the Alley lay a dog. It stood
up curiously and ran towards them sniffing. It followed them
for afewyards, then stopped and yawned. When theyreached
the entrance of the tenement-house, Arafa whispered:

— Wait for me here. If anything alarms you, whistle to me
and escape to Muqattam Bazaar.

Arafa went down the entry passage to the stairs and climbed
up tothe room of Snarler’s mother. He tapped on the door till
he heard his wife’s voice asking who it was. He said eagerly:

— It’s Arafa. Open up, Awaatif!

She opened the door and by the light of the lamp in her
hand he saw her looking up at him, her face pale and sleepy.
He came straight to the point.

— Come with me; we shall run away together.
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She stood looking at him, stupefied. Over her shoulder he
saw Snarler’s mother appear. He said:

— We shall run away from the Alley and live as we used to.
Hurry!

She hesitated, then said with some annoyance:

— What made you remember me?

— Leave talking for the proper time. Every minute is
precious now.

There came a whistle from Hanash followed by the noise of
men. Arafa shouted in panic:

— The dogs! We've lost our chance, Awaatif.

He rushed to the top of the stairs and saw figures and lights
in the courtyard below. He went back in despair. Awaatif said:

— Come in here!

Snarler’s mother said harshly, in self-defence:

— No, don’t come in!

What was the use of going in? He pointed to the little
window in the corridor and asked his wife hurriedly:

— What does it look out on?

— The light-shaft.

Taking the exercise book from his breast he rushed to the
window, pushing Snarler’s mother aside, and threw it out.
Then he hurried out through the door, closing it behind him,
bounded up the few steps to the roof and looked over the
parapet into the Alley. It was swarming with torch-lit figures.
He heard the noise of men coming up to get him and ran to
the wall dividing the roof from that of the next house in the
direction of Gemalia. He saw a group, led by a torch-bearer,
forestalling him. He doubled back towards the wall of the first
roof in the Rifaaite sector. Through the door to that roof he
saw torches approaching. He was choking with despair. He
thought he heard Snarler’s mother scream. Could they have
broken into her room? Had they taken Awaatif? A voice at the
door to the roof shouted:

— Give yourself up, Arafa.
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He stood there without aword, ready to surrender. No one
approached him, but a voice said:

— If you throw a bottle, dozens will be thrown back at you.

— I have nothing.

They closed in and surrounded him. Among them he saw
Yoonus, the Trustee’s gatekeeper, who came up and shouted:

— Criminal! Scoundrel! Ungrateful bastard!

In the Alley he saw two men pushing Awaatif in front of
them. He implored them:

— Let her go! She’s nothing to do with me.

But a blow caught him on the temple and silenced him.

11 8 * * * * *x % % % % * *x % * * * * * *x *x * x*

Infrontof the furious Trustee stood Arafaand Awaatif, their
hands tied behind their backs. The Trustee rained blows on
Arafa’s face till his hands ached. He shouted:

— You drank with me while you were scheming to betray
me, you bastard!

Awaatif said with tears in her eyes:

— He only came to me to make his peace with me.

The Trustee spat in her face and shouted:

— Shut up, criminal!

Arafa said:

— She’s innocent. She had no hand in anything.

— Not at all; she was your accomplice in the murder of
Gebelaawi and all your other crimes. (Then he roared:) You
wanted to escape; I'll help you to escape from this world
altogether.

He called his men and they brought two sacks. They pushed
Awaatif over on her face and quickly bound her feet together,
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bundled her screaming into a sack and tied its neck tightly.
Arafa shouted with insane excitement:

—Kill us howeveryoulike! Tomorrowyour enemieswill kill
you.

The Trustee laughed coldly.

— I'have enough bottles to protect me for ever.

Arafa yelled:

— Hanash got away. He escaped with all the secrets. He’ll
come back one day with irresistible power and he'll free the
Alley from your wickedness.

Qadri kicked him in the stomach and he fell down writhing.
The men leapt at him and dealt with him as they had dealt with
his wife, and set off with the two sacks to the desert. Awaatif
soon fainted, but Arafa went on suffering torment. Where
were they taking them and which of the varieties of death had
they prepared? Would they club them to death? Stone them?
Burnthem? Or throwthem down from the Jebel? How terrible
was the pain that filled these last minutes of life! Even magic
offered no escape from this choking, rending pain. His head,
which was throbbing from the Trustee's blows, was at the
bottom of the sack, and he was almost suffocating. Death was
his only hope of release. He would die and with him would die
hope; and that man with his cold laugh might well live long.
Those whose deliverance he had longed for would rejoice at
his death. No one would know what Hanash would do.

The men who were carrying them to their deathweresilent;
not one of them said aword. There was nothing but darkness,
and beyond darkness, death. For fear of death he had put
himselfunderthe Trustee’s protection and lost everything; yet
death had come — death, which destroys life with fear even
before it strikes. If he lived again, he would shout to everyone:
‘Don’tbe afraid; fear doesn’t stop you from dying, but it stops
you from living. People of our Alley, you are not alive; you will
never be granted life as long as you fear death.’

One of the killers said:
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— Here?

Another protested:

— The soil here is too heavy.

His heart fluttered, although he did not understand what
they meant, butin any case it was the language of death. The
agonyofsuspensegrewstillmoreintensetillhe almostshouted:
‘Kill me!’ Suddenly the sack was dropped. Arafagroaned as his
head struck the ground and pain shot through his neck and
spine. From moment to moment he expected the cudgels to
descend or worse to happen. He cursed the whole of life
because of evil, the ally of death. He heard Yoonus say:

— Dig fast so that we can get back before morning!

Why were they digging the grave before killing them? He
feltasif Jebel Muqattam wereresting on his chest. He heard a
moaning which he soon recognized as that of Awaatif, and his
trussed body heaved violently. Then the sound of the digging
filled his ears. He marvelled at the hardness of men’s hearts.
Then he heard Yoonus speaking:

— You will be thrown to the bottom of the pit and the earth
will cover you without anybody having raised a hand against
you.

Awaatif screamed despite her exhaustion, and from the
depths of his being he shouted in an unknown language.
Strong hands lifted them, threw them into the pit and shov-
elled the earth back. A cloud of dust rose in the darkness.

The news about Arafa spread through the Alley. No one
knew the real reasons for his death but they guessed that he
had annoyed his master and that the latter had brought him
to his inevitable fate. At some time it got around that he had
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been killed by the same magical weapon as he had used to kill
Saadallah and Gebelaawi. Everyone tookpleasurein his death,
despite their hatred for the Trustee, and the relatives and
friends of the strongmen rejoiced. They were pleased at the
killing of the man who had killed their blessed Ancestor and
given their tyrannical Trustee a terrible weapon with which to
subdue them for all time. The future seemed black — blacker
than ever, now that power was concentrated in the hands of
one cruel man. There was no longer the hope that a quarrel
might break out between the two men, weakening both and
causing onetosidewith the peopleofthe Alley. It seemed that
nothing was left for them but subjection and that'they must
regard the Trust and the Clauses governing it and the words of
Gebeland Rifaa and Qaasim asforlorndreams, fit only for the
music of the rebec and not for putting into practice in this life.

One day a man accosted Snarler’s mother as she was on her
way to Derrasa:

— Good evening!

She looked closely at him and in a moment exclaimed:

— Hanash!

He came nearer to her, smiling, and asked:

—Did the dead man leave anything at your place the night
he was caught?

In the tone of one who wants to ward off suspicion from
herself, she replied:

— He didn’t leave anything. I saw him throw his papersinto
the light-shaft. I went the next day and found a worthless
exercise book amongst the garbage, a useless thing, so I left it.

Hanash’s eyes shone strangely.

— Lend me a hand to find the book!

The old woman started with fright and shouted:

—Leave me alone! Butfor God’s grace you would havedied
too that night.

He pressed a coin into her hand and she calmed down. He
arranged to meet her in the small hours, when all eyes would
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be closed. Atthe appointed time she led him to the bottom of
the light-shaft and he lit a candle and squatted between the
heaps of garbage looking for Arafa’s exercise book. He sifted
them paper by paper and rag by rag, poking his fingers into
sand and dust, shreds of tobacco and fragments of rotting
food.Buthedid not find whathewaslookingfor. Hewentback
to Snarler’s mother and said resentfully in his despair:

— I didn’t find anything.

She retorted angrily:

— It’snone of my business. When you people come disasters
follow.

— Patience, mother!

— Time has taken away our patience. Tell me whythat book
interests you.

Hanash hesitated, then.said:

— It’s Arafa’s book.

— Arafa! God forgive him! He killed Gebelaawi, then gave
the Trustee his magic and went.

— He was one of the best sons of our Alley but luck was
against him. He wanted the things that Gebel and Rifaa and
Qaasim wanted for you, and more.

She looked at him suspiciously and then, to getrid of him,
said:

— Perhaps the garbage man took the stuff with the book in
it. Look for it by the bath-house furnace at Salihia.

Hanash went to the furnace and found the garbage man of
Gebelaawi Alley. He asked him about the rubbish. The man
said:

— You're looking for something you lost? What is it?

— An exercise book.

The man looked suspicious but pointed to a corner next to
the bath house.

— Tryyour luck! Either you find it there or it’s been burnt.

Hanashbegansearchingthroughthe garbage patiently and
eagerly. The only hope he had leftin the world was that book;
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it was his hope and that of the Alley. The unlucky Arafa had
died defeated, leaving behind only eviland a foul reputation.
Thisbook could make good his mistakes, destroy his enemies
and reawaken hope in the grim Alley.

Up came the garbage man and asked:

— Haven’t you found what you’re looking for?

— Please, give me time!

The man scratched his armpits.

— What’s so important about the book?

— It has our accounts in it; you shall see for yourself.

He went on with his search with mounting anxiety, till he
heard a voice he knew asking:

— Where's the bean-pot, chief?

Hanash was horrified to recognize the voice of ‘Pegnose’
whosoldstewed beansin the Alley. He did not turnround, but
he wondered anxiously whether the man could have seen him
and whether it would be best to run away now. His hands
burrowed away still faster like a rabbit’s paws.

Pegnose went back to the Alley to tell everyone he met that
he had seen Hanash, Arafa’s friend, at the Salihia furnace
busily hunting through the rubbish — for a book, so the
garbage man had told him. No sooner had the news reached
Trustee’s Housethana partyofservantsset out for thefurnace,
butthey found no trace of Hanash. When the garbage man was
asked, he said he had gone to see about something, and when
he had come back Hanash had gone, so he did not know
whether he had found what he was looking for.

No one knows how people first began whispering it around
thatthebook Hanash had taken was none other thanthebook
of magicin which Arafa had set down the secrets of his art and
of hisweapons, and thatitwas lost when he had tried (o escape
and had been taken to the bath-house, where Hanash had
found it. The rumor spread from one hashish den to another
that Hanash would finish what Arafa had begun and would
take a terrible revenge on the Trustee. The Trustee added
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force to these rumors by promising a huge reward to anyone
who brought Hanash alive or dead, as his men proclaimed in
the cafes and in the hashish dens.

No one any longer doubted the part that Hanash was
expected to play in their lives. A wave of joy and optimism
swept away their despair and servility, and people were filled
withlove for Hanashin hisunknownrefuge. Indeed, their love
extended to the memory of Arafa himself. They longed to help
Hanash in his stand against the Trustee, to make his victory
their own and secure a life of justice and peace. They were
ready to help him in any way they could, seeing in him the only
path to deliverance, for it seemed that the magical power
possessed by the Trustee could be defeated only by a similar
power such as Hanash was perhaps making ready. The Trustee
heard what people were whispering and instructed the bards
inthecafestosing the story of Gebelaawi, emphasizing how he
had died at the hand of Arafa, and how the Trustee had been
forced to make a truce with the killer and be friendly with him
for fear of his magic, till he was able to kill him in revenge for
their mighty Ancestor. The remarkable thing was that the
people met the lies of the rebec with indifference and mock-
ery. They grew so stubborn in their resistance that they said:
‘The past is nothing to us. Our only hope is Arafa’s magic. If
we had to choose between Gebelaawi and magic, we would
choose magic.’

Day by day more and more of the truth about Arafa was
revealed to people. It may have originated with Snarler’s
mother, for she knew a great deal about him from Awaatif, or
it may have come from Hanash himself when he happened to
meet people far away. The pointwasthat people came to know
both the man and the wonderful life he had wanted for them
through his magic. They were astonished by the truth and
venerated his memory and exalted his name even above those
of Gebel, Rifaa and Qaasim. Some people said he could not
possibly have been the killer of Gebelaawi as was supposed,
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and others said he was the first and last of the Alley’s men even
if he was Gebelaawi’s killer. Each sector claimed him for its
own.

Young men began disappearing from our Alley, one by one.
It was said in explanation that they had been guided to
Hanash's hideout and had joined him, and that he was teach-
ing them magic in preparation for the promised day of
deliverance. Fear gripped the Trustee and his men, and they
sent spies into every corner and searched every home and
every shop. They fixed the harshest punishment for the slight-
est offence and lashed out for a glance or a joke or a laugh, so
that the Alley lived in a terrible atmosphere of fear and hatred
and intimidation. But people bore the oppression bravelyand
took refuge in patience and hope. Whenever they suffered
injustice theysaid: ‘Oppression must end as night yields today.
We shall sec in our Alley the death of tyranny and the dawn of
miracles.’
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