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endorsements 


“This historical novel about Galila and Hasan’s impossible love story reads like a tightly knotted carpet, its multiple threads slowly revealing a vivid design. The tale is split between two turning points in Egypt’s history: the early sixteenth and late nineteenth centuries when first the Portuguese and then the British colonial forces undercut Egyptians’ economic and political independence. Linking these two periods of defeat is the figure of an obstinately illiterate Hasan, who consults Sufi masters for guidance. Son of a slave and servant-husband of the aristocratic educated feminist Galila, Hasan struggles with intimations that he is the reincarnation of the legendary Shatir Hasan whose ghost haunts Cairo’s Fountain of the Drowning. The lovers persist despite betrayals and overwhelming challenges from family and society. Against the background of historical events like the opening of the Suez Canal, the Urabi Revolt and its crushing by British artillery, famous people, including the modernizing Khedive Ismail, the Islamic reformer Muhammad Abduh and Hind Nawfal, editor of the first Arab women’s journal, populate Reem Bassiouney’s absorbing novel. Extensive dialogues introduce a wide array of Chekhovian actors poised on the edge of a new world.” 
 

Miriam Cooke 

Professor of Arab Cultures,  Duke University 

“Reem Bassiouney’s Sabil al-Ghariq (English translation: Fountain of the Drowning) is lucky to have Professor Roger Allen as the translator. With his adroit and malleable handling of English, he captures the conspicuous and the underlying contours and tones that make this historical novel sound as a symphony of a saga that engages with at least two generations of Cairenes during a rich period   of historical, political, and social significance. Like Ahdaf Soueif’s The Map of Love, it also brings about the political and the social in the love story of Galila and Hasan; but it departs from Soueif’s in  


being entirely local. Its characters are Cairenes who witness the political and social repercussions attending the British occupation of Egypt. Its love story unfolds as one of the common and interesting themes and plots that endow historical novels with some romantic density. It departs from Jurji Zaydan’s historical novels in that it is not bound to a chronological or linear time scheme, and invests more in problematizing narrative units to generate further tensions that enable the prose to throb with life.  Fountain of the Drowning is a welcome addition to a subgenre that has been growing lately as one way of sustaining memory against the havoc played out by radical transformations, including the sweeping impact of a cyberspace.” 
 

Muhsin al-Musawi  

Professor of Arabic Literature and Comparative Studies, Columbia University

“Fountain of the Drowning is a mesmerizing tale that links two crucial periods in Egyptian history—the decline of Mamluk power following the Portuguese discovery of a new route to India, and the British invasion of 1882. The two events form the backdrop for the love story of Hasan and Galila, who in different ways struggle to rise above the prejudice and ostracism they face as a slave’s son and an educated woman. Seamlessly flowing between history and fiction, archival research and folktales, the novel takes as its central metaphor the waterways that connect people and destinies across the centuries while providing a philosophical meditation on the rewards that await those willing to set sail on unknown seas.” 
 

Laura Benedetti

Laura and Gaetano De Sole Professor of Contemporary Italian Culture

Department of Italian

Georgetown University

			

		


TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

I believe that it is important for readers of this English translation to be aware from the outset of the symbolic resonances implicit in its title. 
 

In the context of Egypt and the history of the older quarters of its cities, the word ‘khanqah,’ a term of Persian origin (analogous to “ribat” in Arabic) is a building specifically designated for a Sufi order. The word ‘sabīl’ in the Arabic title, translated as “fountain,” is a particular kind of architectural structure, with a water-source or fountain on its lower level and a space for prayer, meditation, and study on its upper level.  
 

In a broader semantic context, the same word ‘sabīl’ and ‘tarīq’ both imply a way or path, and, especially in the context of Sufism (Islamic mysticism), the process whereby the believer is involved in a journey, a quest for God-given meaning in life, an ongoing search for a goal towards which one can strive (the notion of  ‘wusūl,’ arrival, achievement).  As part of devotions and rituals, that quest may involve the achievement of a state of ‘fanā’,’ evanescence, the cancellation of the concerns of this world (dunyā) in order to have a closer communion with the transcendent.  
 

In the same way, the traversal of waters—rivers and seas, and self-inundation and drowning—symbolically represent a departure from a land-bound normality, a willingness to take risks, and the annulment of earth-bound fears and concerns, all as a path towards the beyond.   
 

In this novel, the Fountain of the Drowning thus becomes a site, both physical and symbolic, for those who are involved in such a life-long quest. One person in this novel who is on such a quest is described as being Majdhub, a term that literally means “drawn or attracted to God.” Since English has no conveniently useful equivalent for the concept, I have retained the Arabic word Majdhub in this translation.  
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A Sabil in Cairo 




		


DEDICATION:

God sends us people on the way to light the path and guide the lost. 


Tariq, for me you have always been the guiding star. 


I miss you now, and yet you are forever with me and around me, lighting the path even though you are a distant star.  Did you but know, you taught me more than you learned from me. In your company--as a child, then a man, I matured. 


If you can recall, I told you about the novel.  I hope you like it. 


If you fear drowning, then you are drowned for sure. 


If you trust your sails, then you are drowned for sure. 


If you swim through seven seas, you will never arrive. 


Set your sails on unknown seas, and you will arrive.  


For there is no passage to safety by the paths that we know... 
 



		


THE TALE BEGINS

People say that Shatir Hasan was in love with the Sultan’s daughter.  When he found out that she was sick, he was dismayed and confused. He was worried for some time, unable to figure out how to win her and help her recover. In a moment of utter despair, the Sultan himself told the assembly that anyone who could cure his daughter would marry her. Fate so willed that, at that point, Shatir Hasan told himself that this was his big chance, and he should pay close attention. He heard two doves talking. “If the lovely, beautiful princess ate my gizzard and your liver,” one of them said to the other, “then she’d be saved.” 
 

Hasan was overcome by his passion and desire to win.  Without further thought, he slaughtered the two doves and rushed to the Sultan with the gizzard and liver. The princess ate them both and was cured.  Shatir Hasan was married to her. 
 

Years later, the two doves came back to haunt his dreams. No medicine helped calm his nerves.  One of the doves that he had heard before appeared to him in a dream and asked him to meet her by the river. As he went down to the river, Hasan was in distress, anxious to dump all his sadness and despair on the dove’s shoulders. 
 

The dove appeared in the guise of a wise sage. 
 

“I could show myself to you in my real form as a tiny dove,” he said, “but then you’d scoff at me and never hear or understand. Instead, I’ve come in a familiar form that won’t alarm you.” 
 

“What do you want?” he asked, shivering. 
 

“You viciously killed the two doves after you’d overheard their conversation.” 
 

“I was in love.” 
 

“You were greedy.” 
 

“It happened.  Now it’s over.” 
 

“No, it’s not. That is the beginning of your tragedy, the point at which your worries emerge. You chose the easy path and told yourself you had won. Had you paused for a moment’s thought and been prepared to take a chance, you could’ve saved yourself.  As it was, greed blinded your heart.  Had you talked to us, we could’ve guided you to success. You drowned because you chose the safe path, without showing either initiative or patience.”  
 

“I will do anything to atone for my sins.” 
 

“The effort does you credit, and yet defeat is decreed for you.” 
 

“What have I done to deserve that?” 
 

The sage ignored his question. “When you can remember,” he said, “then maybe you’ll understand.  When you understand, then maybe you’ll  learn.  When you learn, then maybe you’ll find the path. If you don’t remember, then you’ll spend your life on earth, heedless and content. Thereafter, you’ll come to realize the true extent of your defeat and misfortune.” 
 

“If I understood, would I be saved?” 
 

“If you did understand, your grief would stretch all the way to the China Sea.” 
 

“So where is rescue to be found?” 
 

“If I told you the place, where would punishment be?” 
 

“You can’t punish me for the rest of my life.” 
 

“I have given you another life beyond it so that you can learn.” 
 

“What if I don’t learn?” 
 

“Then I’ll erase your memory and give it back to you. Your triumphs will pierce your skull like lightning-strikes. Then you’ll remember. In the wake of genuine defeat, the memory of victories past is the best kind of revenge.” 
 

“I’ve never encountered such hatred.” 
 

“I’m giving you a hundred lives beyond your own. You’ll die and then live a life or two.” 
 

“Your cruelty is unparalleled.” 
 

“I keep reminding you of a whole chain of triumphs.” 


“I’ll never surrender to you.” 


“Then I’ll erase your memory, and remind you again. You’ll understand and be incapable of acting.  Then you’ll learn...” 


“So where is the path to safety?” 


“I’ll leave it to you to search for it.” 


“Maybe there’s no hope of its existence.” 


“It exists, but I’m not going to show you where it is.” 


“Are you going to let me drown?” 


“Drowning is your path to rescue.” 


“What does that mean?” 


“Any explanation implies my destruction...” 


With that, the old sage vanished from Shatir Hasan’s sight. 


With the passage of time, Shatir Hasan came to realize the sheer size of his misfortune and the weight of the curse that had struck him. Before the encounter with the dove, he was used to winning for years and years, well over a thousand, but then the dove appeared to make clear that the victory days were over, and defeat was his lot from then on. On days of defeat, he would appear to feel its heavy burden, while there were also times when he would appear to be loaded down with his own past replete with success, but then be crushed in the face of the dove and that same past. On other occasions, he would completely lose his memory, knowing nothing about his own history.  His memory would return along with the defeat; at that moment, the impact would be doubled, and his soul would tumble into the very depths. He would die, and his very soul would hover in the heavens and inhabit someone else. He would be reborn in a time of weakness.  Whenever he tried to win, to strive, and to show initiative, his days would grow still darker. There was a path to victory, but he never reached it. Afterwards, Shatir Hasan tried to rid himself of his grief-laden soul, but he failed. There would be no path to drowning. He would die and live again, but he would never die of drowning because his own soul was drowning in a sorrow, the like of which no human had ever experienced. He would die by every other means, but never by drowning. 
 

Shatir Hasan says that memory is painful; the agony it causes is worse than humiliation. When the dove reminds him of his triumphs, he realizes how weak he now is and what little discretion he has. At first, he begged the dove to preserve his memory; if she did so, then he could recall his long life and the paths he had forged with his armies, always emerging safe and sound. But then comes his defeat to humiliate him.  Were he to forget his past, then he could make his heedless way through life until the defeat happened; he could wake up and die thousands of times. His memory would come cascading out like fire, burning but not killing him. 
 

After a while, the sage took pity on him. He said that there was a way out, but it involved taking risk. Shatir Hasan asked him insistently about this mode of escape. This is what the sage told him: 
 

    When the paths appear clear to you,

Realize that you have lost your way, and your end is inevitably near.

Search all around you and within you. You may find a way out, or maybe not.

Take the plunge. Such risks may put an end to your confidence, your security, your fear, and your curse.

If you fear drowning, then you are drowned for sure.

Set sail in your boats to the unknown; you may well arrive.

He now shunned the Sultan’s daughter; his love for her was weighed down by unforgivable sin, a bitter taste that stuck in his craw. After a while, he left her and made for the desert. Some people are said to have seen him by Mary’s tree in Matariyya, sheltering in its shade and contemplating the state of his own soul. 


The Sultan’s daughter went looking for him, her heart saddened, but he did not show himself to her again. “Poor Shatir Hasan,” she told the people around her, “If only he had asked me about the path, I could’ve given him guidance. But he doesn’t understand; he doesn’t even try to comprehend things...” 


Several years later, those words of hers came to his attention, and he hurried back to her in quest of the path. But, once he arrived, he discovered that she was no more. Now the days became even darker, and he never again left the tree in the Matariyya desert. 


People say that, hundreds of years later, he asked the dove when his torment would come to an end. She told him that there were still a number of days ahead and some minor triumphs. “Your triumph is still incomplete,” she said. 


At the time, he could not understand whether his triumph was incomplete because life is short or because the curse was aimed specifically at him. His pains spread, enveloping his entire self and shrouding everything around him. 


Even so, that same torture betrays an unprecedented wisdom, a maturity unknown to humanity. 


☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ 


Shatir Hasan appeared twice: once in 1509 CE during the reign of Sultan Qansuh al-Ghuri, and a second time some four centuries later in 1882. 


In 1509, after more than a thousand years with his spirit hovering in deceased bodies, the two doves hurriedly poured his entire memory back into his mind and foretold a defeat to crush both heart and soul. They told him that he would be losing his control over the sea that year; all that would be left of his past glory would be a pride that would keep on gnawing at his soul. With that, he almost lost his mind; he started roaming around the Cairo streets; a wandering lunatic. Only he realized this, and for centuries he was tormented. He realized what they did not, after so many centuries of torture. He had a meeting with the Sultan of Egypt, at that time Al-Ghuri. He fell in love with the Sultan’s daughter but did not get her. 


He built a fountain in Matariyya; people called it the Fountain of the Drowning, attributing it to the Majdhub, Shatir Hasan. It was situated exactly opposite Mary’s tree. It was his desire to live in the fountain building, as a way of relieving himself of the thirst of defeat and the aridity of despair. He lived there for the rest of his life, wishing all the while for a miracle that would shade his days as that same tree had shaded Mary’s days during her flight to Egypt. 
 

The Majdhub died, and his days were over.  Only a few people in Matariyya remembered his story.  People in Cairo knew nothing about the drowned man who spent years living in that fountain, and they also forgot about Sultan Al-Ghuri and the conflict over the way. Memory was wiped clean, and everyone was relieved of an enormous concern. But then, some four centuries later in 1882, an old man started visiting the Fountain of the Drowning, accompanied by a group of men. It seemed as though Shatir Hasan’s spirit was still hovering on the horizon, and the death of the Majdhub did not bring it any relief. The dove predicted that Shatir Hasan would be losing control over a new sea, or rather a canal that was much more important and significant—a passageway for every sea. Defeat would be gnawing away at his pride yet again. He might well lose his memory this time, and not even be aware of his former defeat and his past victories. 
 

One day the dove revealed herself to Shatir Hasan in the usual guise of a wise sage. 
 

“You remember,” he said, “that the paths in this world are three: a path toward closeness to God; a path toward a life of contentment with fate; and a path toward control of the seas. You, Hasan, you lunatic, have lost all three paths, one after the other, one time after another.  You’ve abandoned the Sultan’s daughter, you’ve been defeated at sea, and you’ve not accepted your lot in life. Despair has entered your heart, and you are now far removed from the paths to deliverance.” 
 

“There has to be a day for victory,” Shatir Hasan responded. “I haven’t given up hope. However, I don’t know if you are friend or foe. Is this a curse or an awakening?” 


“Before you search for the way, Hasan,” the sage told him as his image faded, “start the process in the byways of your own self. How difficult and rugged they are, untrodden by foot! But, without making your way through those realms, you’ll lose all other paths. As you proceed, remember too that you don’t know friend from foe. You have no knowledge of the unseen.” 


☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ 


The wise sage vanished for an age or more. However , his words on the beginning and the end of the way were echoed by the throats of those standing by. They recounted the story of the drowned, the Majdhub, Shatir Hasan. They said that, in times gone by, one man asked his friend: “Do you know the way?”  


“I see an unknown sea,” the friend replied, “and a familiar dry path.  One is dry land, the other is the sea.” 


The man chose the safe path.  He did not choose the sea, and he drowned. 




		


DEBT 1882

“Do not ask me before the right time. Be assured that you will never arrive without moving.” 


ABU HAMID AL-GHAZALI 




		




BOOK ONE

Humanity is revealed by the stories of wayfarers. 


1.

Today Galila was hit by a stone.

For some time, the children had been aggravating, and that did not bother her. They were heedless and destitute, with no kind of guidance in an era in which deviation was the suffocating norm, like Circassian and British officers combined. But the small stone that had hit her forehead was something different, entirely unexpected, like a betrayal. A little boy had thrown it from the side of the road;  loud and clear, he had accused her of immorality. She adjusted her veil. She heard her servant’s voice as he yelled at the boy, shouting, cursing, and making threats. He extended his hand with the blue parasol as he usually did, making sure to stay a few steps behind his mistress even in the midst of all those perils. 
 

“I’m terribly sorry, Ma’am,” he said quietly.  “I didn’t notice the boy. He came from a different direction, totally unexpected. Are you all right, Ma’am?” 
 

She was walking slowly and did not reply at first. 
 

“Miss Galila,” he asked again after a pause, his eyes glued to the ground, “are you all right?” 
 

“Hasan,” she finally replied in a commanding tone, “no one’s to know what’s happened today.” 
 

“No one’s to know?” he repeated, not understanding. 


“I mean, my father’s not to know anything about it,” she said forcefully. “Children have been annoying me for a while, and what’s happened today is trivial. I don’t want to worry my father. I want you to forget what’s happened.” 


“Do you hear me?” she asked tensely, as she felt some drops of blood dripping on her veil. 


“Yes, Ma’am,” he replied slowly, “I hear you.” 


Sometimes she doubted whether he could in fact hear, and, at others, she was convinced that he could not understand. He had little to say, and most of the time she was not even aware of his presence. Even so, for seven years now he had stuck by her like fate. At the time, she was fourteen years old, and the servant was not that much older—a few years, no more. That said, he existed as a kind of punishment for what she had not done or maybe for those worldly matters that had been revealed to her. 


She would ignore his existence, something that felt constricting at times and reassuring at others. Their conversation came to an end.  The only talk between them consisted of orders that she would give at times and demands at others. The only thing she was always aware of was the blue parasol that offered protection against the sun’s heat, but not its light. He would always be walking behind her with steady steps; the same distance and the same steps. 


The servant wore a white gallabiyya that he washed diligently every day, something that showed up his brown complexion, and an embroidered skullcap that he had kept ever since his mother had given it to him as a present when she had accompanied him as a boy to a mawlid celebration. His body was tall and lean, and his features were symmetrical and powerful, suggesting a stern attitude toward the self and its desires. His eyes were wide.  They never strayed from the horse or turned to look at different places; they both knew their limits, even though his spirit could be a little defiant. He had not inherited his thick, black eyebrows from his mother, but rather from his father whom nobody had known. From his mother he only inherited his deep dark complexion, his wide eyes, and his curly hair. 


She got into the carriage and only spoke when they reached the house. 
 

“Hasan,” she told him without even looking at him, “it’s as though what happened today never actually happened. My father’s not to know anything about it.  Do you understand?” 
 

He lowered his head, and said nothing. 
 

“Do you hear what I’m saying?” she asked, somewhat annoyed. 
 

“Yes, Ma’am,” he replied softly. “I hear what you’re saying.  I always do.” 
 

And yet, he did tell her father, and the world was turned upside down. Galila’s tragedy was both long and epic, just like Egypt’s debts and the opening of the Suez Canal. It was as complicated as the love-hate relationship between Britain and France.  Galila’s tragedy started in 1874, a genuine tragedy by any yardstick, one that would put an end to any girl’s life and made her future as dark as rural roads at night, with a scandal inconceivable in Egypt and its neighboring countries. What befell Galila was neither her choice nor her desire. Like all girls of her age, she was waiting till she was thirteen or fourteen years old to get married and live a life, no matter short or long. But fate refused to let her life proceed smoothly and clearly. The ways before her narrowed, and, in order to achieve anything, her only recourse was to plunge into the depths of the sea. 


Her mother came to regret the crime she had committed against Galila, and her father felt an unspeakable shame. He fled his family’s scornful looks and was compelled to sever ties with most of his family in Munufiyya and seek refuge in Cairo’s buildings so he would not have to go back to his own town and pay the price of his own disgrace. Such paths are different and desolate.  There is no going back; they breathe like morning and cannot be throttled. If only he could go back in time and stand in front of his wife and her brother. But it was too late, and now Galila was embarked on the path of the unknown. She deviated from the path of her sisters, female cousins, neighbors, and all Egyptian women. Who would marry her now? No one. After such a scandal, who would have any respect for her parents? No one. Where was the Khedive now? And where was that virtuous wife of his? Oh, if only the vicissitudes of time could be rolled back and the course of destiny changed! But that was not going to happen. 


As far as the father was concerned, what had happened today was the end. This time, there would be no going back in his decision. 


What had happened seven years ago and led to this tragedy was a visit from Halima, the wife of the brother of Buthaina Hanem, Galila’s mother. Halima was from a Circassian Turkish family with some influence in Egypt. She was lady-in-waiting for Princess Jeshm-Afet Hanem, the third wife of Khedive Ismail.  According to Jeshm’s court ladies, she was the most slender and beautiful of Ismail’s wives, and was also the kindest and most knowledgeable. 


So the brother’s wife, Halima Hanem, paid Buthaina, Galila’s mother, a visit. At the time, the brother of Buthaina held the rank of Yuzbashi in the Egyptian army and was much loved by Egyptian and Circassian officers alike. That in itself was some kind of miracle; it had only happened before to Galila’s uncle, Mahmoud al-Isawi, because he had always supported his sister and her daughters. Now Halima had arrived with sweetmeats and gifts, getting Galila’s mother to promise that she would listen to her and respond to her request. 


Buthaina, Galila’s mother, had five daughters, but no sons. Galila herself was the third daughter. From childhood she had been strange, thinking a lot and talking even more, even in the presence of the men of the family. Neither her mother’s slaps nor her father’s temper had managed to keep her quiet.  Her beauty was something quite different.  Even though her body was delicate and her features were more refined than normal, she was attractive in a way that made a number of mothers want her for their sons. Buthaina hoped that Halima’s visit was about the same thing. She would agree immediately.  The two elder daughters were married, and Galila was fourteen. She had to have a husband before it was too late. 


But some hope! Halima had actually come to put an end to Galila, not to rescue her. 


“What I’m going to ask you,” Halima said, “will seem like a shock and even a risk. But I promise you, it will help your brother get a promotion.  It might also open up opportunities for your husband that are currently closed.” 
 

“What exactly do you want, my dear?” Buthaina asked anxiously, as Halima Hanem kept circling around her request like hornets before they sting. 
 

“Her Highness the Princess, the Khedive’s wife.” 
 

“Does she want my daughter to be one of her court ladies?” 
 

“She’s been searching for months.” 
 

“For a court lady?” 
 

“As you know, her court ladies aren’t Egyptian. If not for my own Turkish origins, I wouldn’t be staying in her palace.” 
 

“So what is it she wants from me and my daughters? Does she have a groom in mind for Galila? If that’s the case, then I agree immediately. Everyone should obey the Princess’s commands.” 
 

“Buthaina, Her Highness has opened an Egyptian school for Egyptian girls, on the Khedive’s orders.  It won’t be like the foreign missionary schools. It’s a school for Egypt, established on orders from the Khedive of Egypt for Egypt’s girls.” 
 

Buthaina looked at her as though she did not understand. 
 

“Egypt’s girls don’t need schools from the Khedive. They get the best education possible in their family homes.” 
 

Buthaina did not understand what Halima wanted nor the significance of this ill-omened school and the strange order from the Khedive. 
 

Halima paused for a while. “Schools for boys were opened forty years ago,” she said. “Now schools need to be opened for girls as well.” 


“They’re for palace maids to attend,” Buthaina scoffed, “not the daughters of Egyptian families!  Which father is going to allow his daughter to leave the house every day to go to school and mingle with strangers? Who’s going to marry a girl who leaves the house, talks, and argues?  Good God! If a man comes in search of a woman as wife and finds out that she knows more than him and will argue with him and torment him, is he going to marry her, I wonder... Halima, I hope that what I’m thinking isn’t true.” 


“The Princess’s orders have to be carried out,” Halima said firmly. “As you know, I have no daughters.  If I did, I’d have already sent her to the school.” 


There was a tense silence. 


“Can’t you find any girls in the Khedive’s palace?” Buthaina asked. 


“Yes, there are at least a hundred already in the school. I think they’re all from the Khedive’s palace: maids and daughters of Circassian and Turkish court ladies. Her Highness wants an Egyptian girl in the school, just one at the moment so as to open the door for others.” 


“Impossible.” 


“Your brother’s future is on the verge, and so is mine. I’ve promised her to bring just one girl.” 


“And what about my daughter’s future that you’re going to destroy?” 


“Who’s to say that? I promise you to marry her to a Pasha at least, if you agree. Or rather, Her Highness the Princess herself will see her married. Do you realize what Her Highness’s approval of your daughter implies? Your family will be showered with gifts, and you will thrive.  Your husband aspires to become a Bey.  Remember that.” 


“But will I be able to erase all the things my daughter learns at the school? It’ll pollute her mind and memory. Poisoned Western ideas will invade our home.  How will I erase all that?” 


“Make a pact with her not to learn,” Halima replied softly. “Tell her that the things she’s learning at school are contrary to our customs and beliefs. Stay with her and protect her.” 


Buthaina remained silent. 


“You’ve promised me,” she said sadly, “that you’ll see to her marriage yourself.” 


“I promise you.” 


“And the Princess will look after her herself.” 
 

“Yes, she will.” 
 

“We’ll be showered with gifts. My husband will get some concessions in his business and be given the title of Bey.” 
 

“And your brother will be promoted. He’ll soon become a Pasha.” 
 

“The whole thing’s in God’s hands. There is no challenging to His decrees.” 
 

God’s decrees indeed arrive with no preliminaries. Galila’s mother dragged her, crying and moaning, to the Suyufiyya School in the Sayyida Zainab Quarter.  She advised her daughter to neither hear nor see; not to be affected by Western ideas and heresies; and not to talk to the palace ladies. Her father appointed a servant to take her to school every day, wait till she had finished, and bring her home again.  For a whole month, Galila complained, but then something strange happened. Galila opened her heart and inhaled a fresh breeze, a variety of words about history, geography, and the world as a whole. She started losing her mind, or almost. Was she still mindless, or had she woken up? Morning breaths or night darkness, she had no idea. She formed different relationships with teachers, both Eastern and Western, and learned things that were new to her. Now she would wait to go to school like someone anticipating heaven after the tortures of hell. She could understand, remember, and appreciate things that they could not. She was on her own; none of the white maids made friends with her. Her only contacts were with her teachers. She did well.  She would hide her books under her bed and bring them out at night after her mother and sisters had gone to sleep.  She learned, she realized, she was sad and in despair. Hope toyed with her, but she was in despair. Then hope returned again to toy with her timidly. There was no hope of a husband. 


But, just as Buthaina had said, there was no challenging God’s decrees. Promises started flying away like seagulls. The Khedive was not to stay in power, and his wife was not long to retain her authority. Between one day and the next, the Khedive’s son exiled his own father.  His father’s wife disappeared from view, and the dream of a school for girls vanished in the face of the Egyptian army officers’ rebellion, due to the British involvement and the debt borne by Egyptians alone. The dream vanished and the school went into decline. Students disappeared, and Galila found herself marooned, with no idea of what to do next. Just then, a dwarf, hump-backed orphaned British teacher, named Daisy, grabbed her by the hand. She had come to Egypt after finding no opportunities in her homeland. She asked Galila to stay at the school and teach the things she had learned. But whom was she supposed to teach? All the palace students had vanished. Galila had not managed to open the door for other Egyptian girls.  In fact, she had become a laughingstock, an object of regret, not a model for emulation. Teach whom?  


“Galila,” her teacher Daisy told her, “knowledge makes no distinctions between people. Teaching is a mission and a stance. Teach the people who want to learn, and don’t bother about their origin, religion, or family.” 


Teaching is a mission and a stance, she had said. The only students left in the school now were orphans and those of unknown descent. Occasionally young prostitutes would run away from the brothels and seek refuge at the school. From the age of nineteen, Galila was teaching at the school without a salary, willing to take on any girl who wanted to know. 


One day, her mother said that every female student was a danger to society; for her, every girl who was becoming conscious would turn out to be like a cannon-ball, lurking in the Citadel waiting for someone to come along and fire it. 


Her mother thought to herself that Galila had no chance to marry. The promises made by her uncle’s wife vanished with the Khedive’s exile. With that, all hope had vanished. Now all that remained was the foul mess inside Galila’s heart that made all thoughts of marriage impossible. The things that she had learned at the school would be intolerable for any man. She had started arguing, disputing, and claiming to be knowledgeable. She was well-known now as the teacher at the prostitutes’ school. Her father stopped her leaving the house.  She had fought tooth and claw and had made use of a sheikh unlike any other to put pressure on him. That sheikh had come to see her while she was still a student. 


“‘Anyone who follows a path in pursuit of knowledge,’” he quoted confidently, “‘will find a path to paradise made easy by God.’ That’s what the Prophet Muhammad said, Galila. He wasn’t only addressing men, but the whole of humanity. Well done, my daughter!” 
 

Galila’s father could not defy Sheikh Muhammad Abduh. Galila was now twenty-one, and so marriage was difficult. She would have to bear the misfortune with a fighter’s endurance.  Muhammad Abduh was certainly a sheikh of considerable importance, standing by Galila as though she were a celebrity or one of the soldiers taking part in the Urabi Revolution. No matter!  This time, Galila had to be stopped. The Sheikh’s mediation, the uncle’s and mother’s words, nothing would ever change this. Galila would stop going to the school. 
 

The servant Hasan gave Ahmad Bey Thabit a detailed report on what had happened. The Bey was furious and told Galila to stop teaching. She objected, and he slapped her lightly. 
 

“The girl’s out of control,” he said.  “She’s like a chicken with no coop, wandering around aimlessly.” 
 

He insisted on his decision.  For an entire week, she did not go to the school. Every night, she cursed the traitorous servant. What should she expect from an illiterate servant who neither understood nor learned anything? He simply followed his master without caring about anyone’s future. He was just like Riyad Pasha.  Yes indeed.  The servant had to be no less of a traitor than Riyad Pasha, who wanted to hand over the keys of Egypt to the British. She hated the servant as much as Riyad Pasha. She would never give in. This was not, by any means, the first blow. 
 

She looked at the photograph in her favorite journal that she used to sneak up to her room, Abu-Naddara Zarqa owned by Yaqoub Sannu. It showed Riyad Pasha handing the keys of Egypt to the British. She frowned, and a spirit of revolt surged inside her. 
 

“If they gave me the keys,” she told herself, “I would keep them.” 


Yes, everyone thought that Galila had brought dishonor to both nation and family. She went to the school, then decided to teach there like the Abyssinian women and white maids.  It was as though her father owned some cotton stores and needed the milliemes from the school, and her mother was forced to beg in front of the Al-Husain Mosque. How could a virgin woman talk to prostitutes and hear about their secrets and lifestyles unknown to decent families? From the very first day, her maltreatment by the family had begun. A month earlier, Shareef, the husband of her elder sister Afaf, had required that Galila should only be allowed inside the house to see and talk to his children if she abandoned her evil ways and returned to the chaste bosom of truth and righteousness. Galila did not do so. She missed her sister’s children and only found out about the ban from her sister’s house when she paid her sister a visit.  Afaf gave her the news bashfully and begged her not to stir her father’s anger against her husband, Shareef, not to tell her mother either, and to keep the whole thing a secret. In return, she promised to come and see Galila whenever she could; her children were devoted to their aunt and would never be prevented from seeing her. 


This blow was not like the others; the stone hit her right in the eye. That day, she walked out to the carriage with a heavy tread and climbed in distractedly. For several seconds, she did not move. 


“Shall we go back to the house, Ma’am?” the servant asked. 


“We’ll buy some French pastries first,” she choked. “Do you know the store?” 


He nodded, bought the pastries, and handed them to her. She told him to park the carriage by the side of the road. She took off her veil and started eating the pastries, tears pouring down her face. 


She let out a couple of sobs and wiped the tears away nervously. 


“A time of darkness we’re living in,” she muttered. “Shareef and all Egyptian men can go to hell. If only he could keep the British away before making rules about women!  It’s a time of shame and disgrace.” 


Hasan kept his eyes fixed on the horse. 


She sobbed again and let out a sigh. He searched in his gallabiyya and pulled out a handkerchief. Staring fixedly in the opposite direction, he handed it to her without saying a word. She took it and wiped her face, but then looked at it doubtfully.  As though probing her thoughts, he assured her that it was clean. 
 

She wiped her nose and put the handkerchief in her handbag. Leaning her head against the side of the carriage, she closed her eyes as though she were asleep. 
 

“Miss Galila,” he asked softly after at least an hour, “do you need anything?” 
 

“Yes, a path to deliverance.” 
 

He paused for a moment. “Is that different from the path back to the house?” he asked. 
 

“Yes, it is,” she replied. 
 

Silence followed, as though he did not know what to say. Maybe he did not realize what she wanted or appreciate how difficult it was. 
 

“Are we going back to the house, Ma’am?” he asked after a while. 
 

She did not reply, so he repeated the question, staring as usual at the horse’s head.  
 

“Yes,” she replied, “we’re going back to the house.” 
 

Remembering the handkerchief in her handbag, she was not happy about having something in her bag belonging to a servant. She took it out and handed it back to Hasan. He took it quickly and put it in his gallabiyya pocket. 
 

When Hasan was back in his room that night, he eagerly took the handkerchief out of his pocket, kissed it gently, and placed it close to his heart. 


☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ 


After everything she had gone through, after giving up her visits to her sister and the thought of marriage, the servant came and informed her father about it all. He now forbade her to leave the house.  At some point, she would get her revenge on the servant. She would need to resort to the Sheikh once again.  This time, she asked the maid Tamrhan, Hasan’s mother, to take a letter to Sheikh Muhammad Abduh. She felt safe, since neither Tamrhan nor Hasan could read. 


Galila was not content just to teach. She decided to start writing under an assumed name.  Her first article was about women’s education, her own experiences as a teacher, and the difficulties facing female students. She wrote a second article about the role of mothers in raising their children, and criticized rich women who would hire a wet nurse for their children and then a nanny, without spending enough time with their children. Her third article was the most daring. It caught the attention of journalists and earned her the admiration of most of them. The article was about the life of one of her students who sought refuge at the school from a nightlife of prostitution even though she was only thirteen, and about how difficult it was for her to stay in school. The three articles were published; she would send them in through an intermediary between herself and the male journalists. That intermediary was a distant female relative who was interested in journalism and general culture. Her name was Ruqayya, and she was married and had three children. She encouraged Galila to write and read what she wrote. 


2. 


In Sultan Al-Ghuri’s time a Majdhub used to live in the Fountain of the Drowning. Then the water dried up and the inscriptions were erased. Some of the walls collapsed, and it turned into a retreat for ascetics. Once in a while, a sheikh or  a Majdhub would appear.  But now it’s inhabited by Sheikh Az-Zamzami, a Sufi sheikh who has a few devotees, among whom were Ahmad Bey Thabit, Galila’s father, and Hasan, his servant. 


This fountain is unlike any other.  From the apertures of its wooden windows there emerges smoke of various hues.  It is both life and death. Sheikh Az-Zamzami lives on the lower floor close to the well. He sleeps on a very short wooden plank, with the well’s buckets tied beside the well. In the Mamluk Era, there were separate places upstairs for orphans and students, that are now abandoned, while on the ground floor there used to live the water-cooler man, in the company of the water and buckets.  People say that, in Al-Ghuri’s time, there were gardens for balsam plants all around the fountain structure and opposite Mary’s tree. So rare was the plant and so important for Egypt and the world that Sultan Al-Ghuri used to lock them with a special key. However, with time, the gardens dried up, and a wide desert area emerged. 
 

Hasan the servant descended the long stairwell to the spring, which was now dry. People claim that, in the past, the well used to be connected by canal to the blessed Nile. How on earth can Sheikh Az-Zamzami be living under the staircase in this gloomy spot? 
 

It is said that the Majdhub selected this place as a retreat because he found comfort and solace in Mary’s tree. She had sought refuge with that tree, confident that rescue was at hand and the miracle would happen.  God had told her not to be sad. 
 

Now Sheikh Az-Zamzami has adopted the place as a retreat.  He has known Ahmad Bey, Galila’s father, for some time, and Hasan ever since he was ten years old or less. Like many other people, Ahmad Bey had sought out the Sheikh in quest of a God-inspired peace of mind; the Sheikh had guided him to the path and knowledge, but not peace of mind. A host of things had been revealed to Hasan, even though he was illiterate and a mere servant. He had never left Cairo; Ahmad Bey’s house was all he knew. And yet, he would occasionally mouth some words that worried Sheikh Az-Zamzami. He would ask Hasan to explain what he meant. When Hasan was a child, Sheikh Az-Zamzami’s questions had perplexed him. He could not understand why the Sheikh kept asking him to explain things when he was totally ignorant—and a slave. But after a while, his dreams started to glow with powerful colors; there was no remedy for the confusion that they caused, and his craving and suffering only intensified.  The Sheikh pitied him for such knowledge and the heavy burden that he was carrying. A strange relationship now developed between the two of them: the Sheikh would observe him warily, while Hasan would seek him out to calm the rebellious spirit in his heart.  He would ask the Sheikh to point him to the path that would bring him a sense of contentment with his own standing on earth. 


“Do you really want to transcend the earth and reach the heavens?!” the Sheikh had asked him seven years earlier when he was eighteen years old. “That’s dangerous, but it’s not a sin.” 


“What’s the path to accepting myself as I am, Sheikh?” 


“Is it your actual self you wish to accept, or the one you’re currently struggling with?  There’s a big difference, my boy.” 


“That difference is torturing me.” 


“You need to make the effort to find out who you are. That way, you won’t wrong yourself and falsify your true essence.” 


“I know who I am: an illiterate slave.  You remember, don’t you? You tried to teach me to read and failed. I can’t even get all the letters together. I was created to be obedient and submissive. How I detest obedience and despise submissiveness!” 


“Perhaps there’s some unknown reason why you can’t see the letters and gather them together. Maybe your abilities exceed those of people who know.” 


“Can an ignoramus have any abilities?” 


“Ability belongs to those who want to learn, not those who think that they know the inner workings of things.” 


Hasan looked down for a moment. “A craving for the impossible is destroying my mind,” he said.  “What’s the path?” 


“You’re asking me about the path, and I don’t know what it is.  Did I know, the suffering would be over and the heart cured. Humans cannot live without suffering.  We make our way through life as though we know the path. We pray to God for the ‘straight path,’ but, when life comes to an end, the path seems far away and as twisted as Moses’s snake.” 


“I know nothing about the path to safety,” Hasan said, not sure if he had understood what the Sheikh was saying. 


“Forgetfulness has enveloped you, and indifference will always lead you astray. Rid yourself of that indifference, and you’ll see things clearly. Remove your covering, and your sight will be penetrating. For what do you pray to your Lord? Do you remember all your years past?” 
 

“For guidance. But I’m not yet a grown-up, Sheikh.  I’m still under eighteen. How can I recall years gone by? Do you see me?” 
 

“Some people cannot see, your anguish is high enough to top mountains and pierce the very heavens. We’re talking about people who, for forty years, have gone astray and wandered around aimlessly, and others who have also gone astray, and been blinded. Those with prevision can see the way, but those with mere vision have now lost their paths.  They proceed with their hearts shrouded, neither seeing nor understanding.” 
 

“Do I know that way?” 
 

“Salvation only comes to those people from whose hearts we’ve plucked all vanity.  Doesn’t God ask us to prostrate ourselves and draw near? Many people do prostrate themselves, but few indeed draw near. He has asked us to discern and look for prevision before we prostrate ourselves.  Help yourself...” 
 

“If only I knew how! If only I knew, then I could speak out! If the proofs were revealed to me, could I do that?” 
 

“In His book, God says: ‘Follow the path of those who turn to Me’.” [Quran, S. Luqman, 15] 
 

“I forget. I have no knowledge of the unseen.” 
 

“If you realized your own indifference, then you’d find the path. Stay with me for a while.” 
 

“But I’m with her all the time. She needs me.” 
 

“No, you’re with her because you need her. She’s part of a human world that inevitably pulls us toward its heart.” 
 

“I mean Galila. I’m with her all the time.  It’s my job.” 
 

“Is it your job you love, or her?” 


He did not respond, but, even aged eighteen, seven years earlier, he already knew the answer. That particular matter was one that he had certainly been clear about for ages. 


☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ 


Galila sat in Ahmad Bey’s villa, waiting for Sheikh Muhammad Abduh to intercede. She was eager for her father to allow her to go back to the school. Her eyes were imbibing words before she even heard them, and her heart was pounding; it felt as though it was her wedding night when she would be married to the love of her lifetime. The men were having a meeting: the Sheikh who always came to her rescue; her father whom she loved in spite of his temper and failure to understand on many occasions; and her hero uncle who had encouraged her to attend the school. Revolution has its own spark, one that is only recognized by people familiar with the inner working of things. Today her uncle’s revolutionary spirit was like the sweet taste of sugar in her mouth.  He was saying things that went straight to her heart without asking permission. Her uncle Mahmoud was clasping her father’s shoulder. 


“Who’s going to be paying for the British debts?” her uncle asked. “Who caused them in the first place? Is some foreigner going to pay for them, Ahmad? If it was the Khedive who caused them, why should Egyptians have to pay for them, and nobody else? And that’s even though the British have managed to double-cross Ismail and then get rid of him because he supports the army. If foreigners were able to live safe and sound with their wealth and family on Egyptian soil, why should Egyptians have to pay taxes and not foreigners? Why should people who don’t get any benefits from the debt have to suffer for it? Listen carefully to what I’m saying. Your business has slumped because of the heavy taxes, and the situation has changed. You’re a wealthy merchant, but what about the poor civil servant and farmer? This isn’t a revolt against foreigners.  My wife’s Circassian, and she supports me. Moreover, it isn’t a revolt against Circassian officers because of their origins. Ahmad Urabi himself has a Circassian Turkish wife. Mahmoud Sami al-Barudi, a leader of the revolution along with Urabi, has a Turkish father and a Greek mother. It’s a revolt that’s intended to set the people who really love this country against those who are only after its wealth. The world’s going to be divided into two: one half who want Egypt as a goal; and another that wants Egypt as a means. One half wants Egypt to be a paved road toward the profits, while the other wants Egypt to be a path and refuge with no achievements to follow and no comparable treasures. The world will be divided between those who love Egypt and those who exploit it. Where are you going to stand?” 
 

Galila’s father paused for a moment. “It’s haram to revolt against the ruler,” he said. “‘Obey God, His Prophet, and those of you in authority.’3. Women, 59]. I am afraid of the Khedive’s vengeance and British violence. If Urabi is defeated, what will the Khedive do with us?” 
 

“If we’re afraid,” Mahmoud responded, “we’ll never take action. We’ll simply surrender to tyranny. But, if we stand firm, we’ll win. Don’t even think of defeat.” 
 

“The Khedive’s an Egyptian, and the Ottoman Sultan is Caliph of all Muslims.” 
 

“It’s not a question of Muslim and Christian, brother. It’s a question of Egyptians.  Copts are standing alongside Muslims in opposing greed, weakness, and tyranny.  Tyranny never endures.” 
 

“You want to revolt against the Khedive.  That will not be pleasing to God.” 
 

“Who says that?  We want Egypt for the Egyptians.” 


“‘Egypt for the Egyptians,’” Ahmad replied.  “Ever since Yaqoub Sannu uttered that short phrase, the world has never been the same. It’s like a raging epidemic or a sweet-tasting wine. No one avoids using it. My own employees use it without understanding what they’re saying. Do you know, Mahmoud, what that sentence means for me? I myself am not even sure yet.” 
 

“You must understand what it means. Every Egyptian must not be treated as a servant in his own country. He’s the master and partner. Taxes on Egyptians have to be lowered and shared equally between them and foreigners. We don’t want to mistreat anyone.  What we want is a law that will rule amongst people, an Egyptian constitution and parliament filled with Egyptians.  They don’t have to be of Egyptian blood, but rather of Egyptian inclinations, loyal in their affections and true to their pledge, should they make that pledge.” 


The Sheikh remained silent until Ahmad Bey Thabit turned in his direction. 


“You’ve always wanted to stay out of politics, Sheikh,” he said.  “You think it’s damaging for sheikhs. What do you think?” 


For a moment, the Sheikh said nothing. 


“My brother,” he said, “as a sheikh I stay out of politics; that’s for sure. I much prefer reform, tolerance, and self-initiative. But today, as an Egyptian, I can’t distance myself, perhaps it’s the heart’s desire. I want it to be a different country, one that benefits its people, one where its wealth is for its children.  I don’t like tyranny or fanaticism. Fanaticism can erase civilizations.  The light spread by Egypt gleams with difference, the embrace of foreigners before Egyptians, and the absorption and acceptance of religions. It’s tyranny that scares me. I want foreigners to enjoy equal footing with Egyptians in its territory and not to live on a higher plane than other people. I want to see justice in my country, one that does not discriminate on the basis of creed or ethnicity. Egypt deserves nothing less.” 


“I don’t understand you, Sheikh. Are you with Urabi or against him?” 


“I’m with Egypt, my brother!” 


The Sheikh looked around. “Where’s Galila?” he asked. 


“I’ve stopped her attending our meeting today,” he replied resentfully, “and I’ve stopped her going to the school.  Now we’ve even become a laughingstock to our own neighbors.  I can’t show my face in public anymore.” 


“I’ll quote Ali ibn Abi Talib,” the Sheikh said. “‘Desert not the path of truth, for its followers are few.’ She’s a wonderful child; every single letter she teaches brings her a reward.” 


“She’s teaching prostitutes, orphans, and others of unknown origins.” 


“And that brings an even greater reward.” 


“But Sheikh...”  


“I’ve always known you to be someone who, for truth’s sake, has no fear of reproach.” 


“But why my daughter alone? Why doesn’t some other Egyptian have the guts?” 
 

“That will happen. The time is bound to come, and schools will fill up with Egyptian girls. But for now, Galila is the initial spark.” 
 

“She’s a spark for sure, and she’s burned us all.” 
 

“Let her go back to work and trust her.” 
 

“Children harass her and throw stones at her.” 
 

“How many prophets have been exposed to people’s mockery?  Courageous ideas need time to win people over, but inevitably they will.  But for freedom, there could be no reckoning; but for knowledge, no understanding. Are you demanding freedom and democracy for your country, and yet denying it to your own daughter?! If human beings can make their own decisions regarding their actions, why are you imposing intolerable restrictions on her?” 
 

The Sheikh’s words gladdened Galila’s heart. She repeated to herself the phrase that was by now a factor in every single Egyptian house: ‘Egypt for the Egyptians.’ However, in some houses that phrase was uttered with a scoff; in others, with uncertainty; in others, with fear; and in still others, with bitterness and despair. But, by now, the whole of Egypt knew it, and that included Ahmad Bey Thabit, Galila’s father. 


☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ 


Ahmad Bey Thabit, on whom Khedive Ismail had bestowed the title ‘Bey’ after he had taken the risk of sending his daughter to school, was a merchant of a different sort. He had grown up as the youngest son in a large family in Quesna. All the male members of the family died, save for the eldest son who assumed his rightful ownership of his father’s lands. When Ahmad was still young, his brother accused him of debauchery, when he caught him holding a book and a bottle of beer.  He threw Ahmad out of the house and left him just a few family crumbs. With those crumbs, Ahmad opened a cotton store in Cairo and then broke off contact with his brother. Such was his ambition that he refused to live a lesser life than the brother who had done him wrong and snatched his rights away. That scene of his brother Saeed expelling him stuck to his heart and mind.  Every time he scored a success, he wanted to meet his brother again so he could upbraid and scold him. Sometimes he felt like going back to Quesna in Munufiyya Province, being reconciled with his brother, sharing some broth, and laughing the way they had done as boys. That dream of his was never achieved. Following the American Civil War and the stoppage of cotton production in the American South, Ahmad’s business had flourished far more than he had anticipated; Egyptian cotton now made a lot of people rich, Ahmad included, who had already altered his life’s course.  He had heard about the Americans’ war; people were saying that they kept slaves to work in the fields and treated them very badly. At the time, that astonished him.  In Egypt, Egyptians worked in the fields, albeit for a meager wage, but the conditions for Egyptians had to be better. Otherwise, they would start a war too.  If they did so, what would happen? 


Ahmad Bey’s ambitions led him to think about purchasing a villa in Bab al-Luq in Cairo, just like the ones owned by foreigners, and not just a big Arab house in one of the city’s quarters. He looked into the villas owned by French merchants and noticed how grand they were, their halls containing only the very best French furniture.  There were no harem quarters and no small wooden windows to bar freedom. Ever since Ismail had decided to transform Egyptian life, Ahmad Bey had been standing right in the front row, wanting still more. He purchased his villa, along with its garden, a stable for his horses, and a wing for servants. It had a lofty hall reaching to the heavens containing French furniture. Much to the annoyance and consternation of his friends, he sold his old house in the quarter. They all told him that his children would turn out like the French and would never adhere to Islamic traditions. Any wife, they said, who would accept to live in a house with no harem would never be like them.  He could not care less. 


Ahmad Bey approved of the lifestyle of modern Egyptians, with no concubines and no harem quarters. It was Khedive Ismail himself who pioneered the change, even though he had more than one wife and concubines as well. But he prepared the way for this conjunction of East and West.  After him, none of his sons had more than one wife at a time, nor did they own any concubines like their grandfather. Ahmad Bey did not want to do any less than Khedive Taufiq, who made do with one wife and did not consort with concubines.  Even though merchants would regularly purchase white concubines in secret and enjoy their favors, Ahmad was not about to do the same.  He was not like them.  He resembled French and Greek merchants and was no less than them in any way. This modern country now exuded hope, full of elaborate buildings, schools, expansive gardens, and bridges, constructed not merely to cross rivers but also to open up new pathways of unprecedented beauty. He used to wear the same kind of clothes as foreigners and tried to learn French.  At the time, he was hoping to be made a Bey, but the debt to the British retained its stranglehold, something that he did not feel as much as most other Egyptians. Fate had made its commercial pact with him. 
 

He would think, muse, strive, and act.  No sooner had his commercial activities doubled in size than he set out to find a wife from among the major families.  He wanted an obedient wife, and God fulfilled his wish.  Buthaina was calm tempered; she did not like confrontations and arguments.  Her only fault was that she gave birth to three girls, one after the other: Afaf, Azmiyya, and Galila.  His patience began to wear thin, and his friends egged him on. He decided to marry again in secret, without ever facing Buthaina with the fact. However, his second wife did face her.  She told Buthaina herself; not only that, but she did not give birth to any children, male or female. 
 

He can still recall the day when he came home and found his wife waiting for him. Servants had prepared lunch. She sat down in front of him, and, as she looked at him, the expression in her eyes was something he did not understand, but also something he will never forget.  He could not tell whether she was blaming him, chiding him, or accusing him of betrayal. 
 

“A lady came to see me today,” she told him after a pause. 
 

He gave her an uneasy look. 


“Hasan’s mother, Tamrhan, is a much better cook than the new servants, but I don’t like to put too much pressure on her. I don’t know anyone who’s as loyal as she is. If I want to send her back to the kitchen and choose one of the new ones to deal with my concerns, I’ll do it. You’re not eating in the house very much, so I assume you don’t like the food.” 


“Yes, I do,” he replied firmly. “Do what seems right to you.” 


She shook her head and swallowed hard.  He could not tell whether she was suppressing tears or a scream in his face. 


“No,” she said, “it’s always what seems right to you.” 


His reply sounded like a little boy facing his mother for stealing cookies. “What would make me happy,” he said, “is to have a son.” 


She remained silent for a while. 


“Buthaina,” he went on gently, “My brother’s not an easy man. You won’t be able to withstand his brutality. If I died today, what would you do? I need a son to inherit the business and take care of his sisters.” 


She lowered her head. “We can try,” she said, “but it’s God’s will that’ll decide. I’ll try.” 


She did try many times, but did not give birth for five years. Then she had two more little daughters, Suad and Saadiyya. After that, she had no more children.  Meanwhile, Ahmad married two other women.  The first produced no children, and the second had a baby boy who died while still a suckling. He went to see Sheikh Az-Zamzami to ask for his advice. The Sheikh did not respond, but asked him a series of questions that were hard to answer. 


“Look inside yourself, my brother,” the Sheikh told him, “and search for what you want. If you’re looking for a secure future through a son, then there’s no guarantee on earth. If what you want is the preservation of rights and inheritance, then everything belongs to God, and He bequeaths it to those of His servants as He sees fit. Your current efforts will only lead to extinction and neglect of worship.” 


Ahmad now turned to Sufism. He took Hasan, the slave’s son, with him to lengthy sessions with the Sufi Sheikh.  During those sessions, the Sheikh would teach the ideas of Sufi sheikhs, and especially Abu Hamid al-Ghazali.  It reached the point when he would spend whole days on his own at the Fountain of the Drowning.  


In his heart, he returned to his wife, but his behavior was often peculiar. Sometimes he would renounce the world and everything in it. At others, he would want to swallow the entire world in a trice. As day followed day, he became yet more ambitious, craving for advancement and achievement in this power-world. Galila was a special favorite of his; he admired her revolutionary spirit and the defiance in her expression, but, at the same time, her ongoing stubbornness annoyed him. It was Afaf who was the closest of all his daughters to him. In her eyes, he could see a silent suffering which imbued his love with an overwhelming sympathy. 


☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ 


In spite of Hasan’s surrender and retreat with regard to Galila, his hold over her was not only due to his relationship with her father. There were things he knew about her that were unknown to anyone else. He knew which French books she was reading and which novels she liked. Indeed, he knew the plots of all those novels.  He heard her discussing her readings of novels with her friends, her favorite kind of hero, and the endings she preferred—in her case, the unhappy ones.  She would look forward eagerly to the heroine’s death and relish the philosophical dilemmas and complicated relationships. She used to explain things in detail to her friends and relatives.  Sometimes she did not fully understand what was being said, and her friends certainly did not understand what she was saying. But they would listen modestly, afraid to show their ignorance in front of her. Even though Hasan could not read, he was able to recognize the shapes of book-covers. She would often send him to choose books for her because she was not allowed to go out. He would make a careful selection based on the cover’s shape and the lettering. Not only that, but Hasan also knew all Galila’s friends, the ones she preferred, the ones she envied, the ones she admired, the ones who were loyal, and those who were treacherous. He knew the kinds of fabrics she liked, French and Indian ones.  She used to wait for her friends to come and would buy clothes from them.  Sometimes she would send Hasan out to get her some fabric; there were even times when he would know what she wanted before she even told him. He knew all her favorite foods and remembered the halva that would make her happy and the Italian ice cream that she ate regularly.  For years, he was always with her, although it was rare for her to even notice him. He knew everything about her, more than her father, mother, and all her sisters. 


Today she was giving him a furious look. He was wearing a white gallabiyya and skull-cap, and his expression was as calm and unexpressive as usual. She was having some thoughts that made her embarrassed after a while: he was a child born in sin, a slave’s brat.  What should she expect from him other than trickery and failure to keep promises?! Now that he had led her father to slap her and confine her to the house for a week, what would be the point of yelling at him?  It would only diminish her own stature as a lady of the house. Even so, a cautionary scolding and declaration of victory were clearly called for. 


“Hasan,” she said as he handed her the parasol and walked behind her, “failing to keep your promises is not a manly characteristic.” 


He said nothing. 


She slowed her pace, hoping he would come closer so that she could confront him more forcefully. But he did not do that; instead he slowed down as well. 


“You told my father,” she went on, out of patience, “even though you’d promised me that you wouldn’t. What do you gain by that? Why such deceit? Now, here I am going back to work.  Did you think you could take a day or two of vacation? Was it money you wanted? Why didn’t you ask me?” 


He did not reply. 


His silence was infuriating her. “I’m waiting for an apology,” she said, running out of patience again. “I want you not to make promises any more that you can’t keep.” 


He stared at the ground. “I ask you to forgive me, Ma’am,” he said. 


His apology was useless. “You promised me,” she replied quickly. “You broke that promise.  Why did you tell him?” 


When he did not reply, she repeated the question. 


“I didn’t promise you, Ma’am,” he muttered. “That’s my fault for sure. I ask you to forgive me.” 
 

She opened her mouth to yell at him, trying to remember what he had promised. But she could not recall his exact words. Then she remembered that he had said nothing; she had taken his silence to be a promise. Maybe she had told herself that he was cleverer than need be, even though he only understood a little. She actually felt a prick of conscience and some sympathy.  Unlike her peers, she was never mean to servants and had never in her life raised her voice with either his mother or him. She remained silent and ignored his presence. She went to the school. When it was over, he had brought all the halva and fabrics that she had asked for and was waiting for her in the carriage. As soon as she appeared, he jumped down, opened the parasol for her, and waited for her to climb into the carriage. Then he got on the horse and rode it back to the house. 


☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ 


Today, Hasan swam for twenty hours or more, without slowing or stopping.  He dived into the river and opened his mouth, eager for some sweet water to fill his gullet and lighten the dryness of his soul. He let out a sigh, and the water reached the very depths of his belly. Despite the passion in his heart, he could feel the water embracing his spirit.  He was drowning or almost. 
 

He threw his body on to the riverbank, panting, longing to drown, and unable to control his exhaustion and the overwhelming force he felt. 
 

He left the river and headed for the Fountain of the Drowning. He was in a wilderness, a kind of hopelessness that he had never experienced before. He had wanted to drown, but had failed. He had sought erasure, but had failed at that too. He wanted to stop wanting; yet his heart became all the more greedy and rapacious. 
 

The impossible has its own temptations; there is a certain elation when the heart rebels. But with desire there is inevitable defeat. Realization of that impotence is the ultimate agony. 
 

Aspirations will always conspire and devour you. 


He went to see the Sufi Sheikh Az-Zamzami at his retreat by the Fountain of the Drowning. 


“I’m not content with fate’s decrees,” he said in despair.  “What do you think?” 


The Sheikh smiled. “Then you’re like the rest of humanity,” he said. 


“I heard Sheikh Muhammad Abduh say that human beings have free-will; they are not controlled.” 


“Listen carefully and understand.  That’s by far the best.” 


“I don’t care whether there is free-will or not,” Hasan said in exasperation. “I long for the impossible.  Help me, Sheikh, to realize my modest standing and limited ability.” 


“My son, you judge yourself as though you actually know it, even though you didn’t create it from clay nor did you witness its amazing creation.” 


“I have no choice. It’s torment like no other. I need you to alleviate it.” 


“The only one who can alleviate the impossible, make it easier, and eradicate it is the one who created it.” 


“If I traveled far away,” he asked impatiently, as he covered his face, “would my torment come to an end, I wonder?” 


“Fleeing has never put an ending to suffering.” 


“Then I’ve no hope of salvation.” 


“You’re preoccupied with things other than the Creator.” 


“It’s not in my hands.  I’ve tried many times, but I’ve failed.” 


“A desire for the impossible is tormenting, and torment cleanses the soul and eye. Then you can see and comprehend. Don’t try to erase this torment.  Make use of it to gain insight and understanding. With comprehension comes satisfaction, success, and salvation.” 


The Sheikh then repeated words that had initially scared Hasan: 


      If you fear drowning, then you are drowned for sure. 


      If you trust your sails, then you are drowned for sure. 
 

      If you swim through seven seas, you will never arrive. 
 

      Set your sails on unknown seas, and you will arrive.  
 

      For there is no passage to safety by the paths that we know... 
 

Hasan was breathing fast, in awe. “I think I’ve heard those words before,” he said fearfully. “I’ve drowned once and several times. I’ve come to you in search for peace of mind. But you’ve only aroused a sense of panic inside me.” 
 

“There can be no peace of mind without a reconciliation with the past.” 
 

“My only past is what I know, Sheikh, and what I’m suffering in this world.” 
 

“To the contrary, the only people who can achieve a profundity of spirit are those who take the initiative and search. Any search into the self involves powerful waves.  Do you know who the Majdhub is, Hasan?” 
 

He had no idea why the mention of that word upset him so much.  
 

“He was someone who lived by this fountain years ago, a long time ago,” he said. “He was luckier, that’s for sure.” 
 

“That Majdhub’s defeat extended over far distant seas.  He was just like Shatir Hasan; in fact, that’s who he was. He was bold enough to get attached to Sultan Al-Ghuri’s daughter. Her name was Balsam; he named her after the plant that he kept in locked gardens close by this fountain.” 
 

“Didn’t Shatir Hasan fall in love with the Sultan’s daughter? What curse can be worse than for a weak person to aspire to the impossible?” 


“But that was long ago. Hundreds of years after Shatir Hasan’s encounter with the dove, the Majdhub appeared and thought that his salvation lay in the hands of the Sultan’s daughter. He knew and remembered that his defeat was ordained.  At the time, Sultan Al-Ghuri was anguished and despondent because the Portuguese had discovered a new way to circumnavigate the globe. He had no idea of its extent or the details involved. Yet he realized that it marked the end of Egypt’s trade and control of seaways. Not only that, but the Europeans had started raiding and attacking Egyptian waters and those of countries with which Egypt did trade. Defeat was glaring at them on the horizon. At that point, the Majdhub came to the Sultan Al-Ghuri, desiring to be married to his daughter.  In return, he would help the Sultan in his war against the Portuguese. Such was the Sultan’s desperation that he agreed.  He was well aware that majdhubs had powers and links to forces far greater than he.  Even so, he made it a condition that the Majdhub would win the sea-battle first before being married to Balsam.” 


“What’s that story got to do with me, Sheikh? Today there are no Portuguese, no Sultan, no dove, and no miracles.” 


“Be patient and listen.  The Portuguese controlled every seaway. They throttled Egypt, and days of victory vanished. The Majdhub was not successful, as he had promised the Sultan; he lost at sea first, then on land. He was never married to Balsam, and, ever since that time and right up to today, the burden of defeat has only increased.  For this country there’s not even a single victory on the horizon. There are those who say that it’s the curse of Shatir Hasan and then the Majdhub. The Majdhub wandered through the alleys and confirmed that defeat was bound to come. There would be no escape from the dove’s curse. In our world, my son, the powerful control every single alley, even though they be avaricious.” 


“That’s not just, Sheikh.” 


“Justice lies in the haven of truth, my son. Whoever realizes the value of the paths will save himself and his soul. He who remembers, is aware; he who is aware must not be afraid.” 


“I don’t understand what you are saying, Sheikh.” 


“Why did the Majdhub lose his mind? Do you know, Hasan?” 


“I still don’t understand what you are saying, Sheikh.” 


The Sheikh now went into detail.  


“What was the Majdhub supposed to do,” Hasan asked, “if he lost the sea-battle? He tried, but he lost.” 


“My son, in this world of ours the possible paths are three in number: one to come close to God; one to live content with your destiny; and one to control the seas. Such was the Majdhub’s despair that he did not come close to God. When he was not married to his beloved Balsam, he lost all contentment with his life-path.  When he fought the Portuguese, he made use of the usual methods.  Had he devised some new method, he would have won.” 
 

“I seem to have heard all that before. A new way?  How is that?” 
 

“The Portuguese circumnavigated the globe by way of the sea.  But the way to the world’s heart is here, if only you realized, in Egypt’s bosom, bringing together the seas within Egypt itself. In that case, the Portuguese way would have no value.” 
 

“You wanted the Majdhub to reach the seas? He’s a Majdhub, not a magician or prophet. He’s not Moses to part the sea, nor is he Jesus to walk on the waters.” 
 

‘You’ll not understand what I’m saying now,” Sheikh Az-Zamzami told him. “One day, you will. You’ll soon realize, but not now. When you do, try not to lose your three paths. As Al-Ghazali, the great Imam, puts it: ‘Do not ask me before the right time. Be assured that you will never arrive without movement.’” 
 

“That dove’s cruelty surpasses that of demons,” Hasan responded impatiently. 
 

“He said, ‘Do not ask me before the right time.’” 
 

“No punishment extends for thousands of years.” 
 

“He said, ‘You will never arrive without movement’.” 
 

“You realize, don’t you, that the dove’s a demon?” 
 

“‘Do not ask me before the right time.’  That dove might be the best of friends and the finest teacher.” 
 

“There is no mercy in torment.” 
 

“To the contrary, the inner workings of torment are all about mercy, if you could only realize.” 
 

“Is the dove friend or foe?” 


“He alone knows the unseen. Man never arrives without movement.” 


At that point, Hasan’s heart sank. 


“What kind of story is that?” he asked the Sheikh. 


For a while, they just stared at each other. 


“Is it the story of Shatir Hasan or theMajdhub that troubles you?” the Sheikh asked eventually.  


“I don’t like stories of torment.” 


“They remind you of your own weakness.” 


“I’ve nothing to do with either of them.” 


“If only you realized it; they’re both one and the same.” 


“I’ve nothing to do with either of them.” 


“Is your torment different?” 


He stared at the Fountain, closed his eyes, and saw her. She would appear unexpectedly, always at times when he was distracted. He took a deep breath, but then his heart sank. His ears were deafened as he heard a non-stop whistling sound. He was plunging from a high place into the depths of some distant sea. 


He lay on his back. 


“Sheikh,” he said, “why did you tell me this story?” 


“You asked me, my son.” 


“Your story troubles me.” 


“Such trouble regularly afflicts human beings.” 


The whistling noise grew louder still, till it almost deafened him completely. He rubbed his temples in the hope that it would stop.  He started reciting some Quranic verses. 


“How can I make it stop?” he asked. 


“Open your heart and trust your Creator.” 


“That story is cruel.  It scares me.” 
 

“You’re not like other people; I realize that. It’s as though you’ve lived for a thousand years or more.  Pay attention to your soul, Hasan.  It’s not like all the others.” 
 

“What did the Majdhub see to make him lose his mind?” 
 

“Some people say he saw his own defeat, what was past and what was to come. But I think that despair spread inside his heart.” 
 

“Can lovers lose their minds?” 
 

“If that love is for anyone other than the Creator. Love of the Creator is protection.  Love of created beings is capricious and deceitful.” 
 

“Does the lover have any choice?” 
 

“Maybe not about the person he loves. But he does have a choice when it comes to what to do with that love and which path to follow. Use great care in crafting the path so that you don’t perish.” 


☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ 


3.

Hasan’s abrupt journeys always annoy her.  She often asked her father to talk to him and explain that such vacations should only last for a day or two.  Sometimes he was gone for a week, and once it was a whole month. When he left that time, she went to her father. 
 

“He’s not behaving responsibly,” she said impatiently. “How can he leave his work for a week? What am I supposed to do?” 
 

Her father calmed her down and told her that one of the house-servants would accompany her to the school until Hasan came back, but that did nothing to comfort her. 
 

“I trust only him,” she said. 
 

Her father smiled.  “Me too,” he said, “but I didn’t buy him.  If he decides to leave for good, I can’t stop him.” 


She gaped in astonishment.  “He can’t possibly do that,” she said. “How can he leave you after everything you’ve done for him? What ingrate could do such a thing?” 


A week went by with her on tenterhooks. Sometimes she would upbraid the new carriage-driver; at others, she would completely ignore his existence. When her mother asked her why she was so impatient and upset, she blamed Hasan for being away for so long and not taking his responsibilities seriously. When he eventually returned, her words were a mixture of authority and frustration. 


“Hasan,” she said, “you can’t simply go away for a whole week like this. I don’t want you to do it again.” 


He did not reply, but, as usual, stared fixedly at the horse. 


“Do you hear me?” she said again in a rush. “You know I need you with me to take me to the school.” 


“Yes, Ma’am, I know.” 


“From now on,” she went on in a commanding tone, “no more vacations.” 


Galila went on enthusiastically, “we’re going to visit my friend Ruqayya. Do you know how to get there?” 


Hasan nodded and headed towards the house. As usual, he walked behind her with the parasol. 


“You won’t believe who wants to meet you, Galila,” Ruqayya said as soon as she had opened the door.  “It’s Hani Nasif, the owner of the journal where you write under an assumed name.” 


Galila was surprised, although that was mixed with a certain self-satisfaction and a feeling that she was achieving a dream. It was clear that this writer had found a degree of hope in her writings.  She needed some praise in order to fulfil her mission.  Even so, she hesitated and looked at Hasan. 


“Will you allow me to come in with you, Ma’am?” he asked. “I’ve promised your father that I’ll always accompany you wherever you go.” 
 

She had actually been on the point of asking him the same thing. 
 

“Yes, come in with me,” she said. 
 

Ruqayya gestured to her to go into the sitting-room. Hani was sitting there, drinking tea. As soon as he saw her, he stood up. 
 

“I feel honored to make the acquaintance of Miss Galila,” he said, “a woman of talent and courage.” 
 

She thanked him, her heart pounding gleefully. So here was Hani Nasif whose works she had read: supporter of revolution, friend of freedom and equality, standing firm against tyranny and tyrants, eager for an Egypt that would be proud and strong. And he was praising her as well. 
 

He looked at her. “Freedom is both hope and salvation. It’s an idea that both our hearts and minds toy with. Do you think about that, Ma’am? Is that what you want?  For your country or for yourself?” 
 

“I can’t separate the two, Sir,” she replied after a pause. “My country’s freedom is also my own, and vice versa.” 
 

He whistled in amazement.  
 

“You’re much cleverer and more eloquent than I expected!” he said. 
 

“I value that judgment,” she replied, “coming from such a courageous writer.” 
 

“You and I both know and understand,” he went on. “Other people don’t have a clue.” 
 

He looked over at Hasan, who was sitting cross-legged on the floor. 
 

“Just look at him,” he said. “He needs a helping hand from you and me so he’ll understand and know.” 
 

Hasan seemed completely unaffected. For her part, she felt somewhat embarrassed, although, in her hearts of hearts, she realized that the great journalist was correct. 
 

He looked at Hasan again.  


“Do you know anything about Egypt’s problems and its debt to the British?” he asked Hasan with a scoff. “Do you know anything about debt?” 


He did not expect Hasan to respond, and Hasan showed no inclination to do so; he simply stared fixedly at the decorated carpet as though he neither heard nor saw what was happening. 


Hani smiled.  “Ma’am,” he went on, “how many people are there in Egypt who know and understand? Less than ten percent of them can even read. People who can’t read are just like children who need to be guided and taught. And that’s your role and mine.” 


Hani Nasif’s sarcastic remarks irked her a little, and yet she was convinced that he was basically right. Ignorance can spread just like cholera and squelch all benefits. There was ignorance all around her, or that is how it felt. Her sisters’ husbands could all read and write, but their minds did not comprehend. 


“Sometimes, Sir,” she replied modestly, “people who can read and write are still not aware.” 


He looked straight at her. “Know your enemy,” he said enthusiastically. “That’s what’s most important. Learn from other people. Observe and read about the French revolution. I’ll select some books for you. As in France, the revolution has to be aimed at outdated customs and the fossilized religion that dominates us. Revolution is a pact, the beginning of a new era, and laws that do not discriminate among people. Today, I’ve come to congratulate you and encourage you as the very first Egyptian woman to go to school and then to decide to teach there.” 


Some of his comments about religion disconcerted her, something that occasionally made her feel like challenging what she was hearing. Although she admired Hani Nasif, her highest ideal remained Sheikh Muhammad Abduh.  From the outset, he had been her inspiration and support. 


“It’s Sheikh Muhammad Abduh who encouraged me to study and then to teach,” she said. 


His expression changed. 


“Ma’am,” he told her, “it’s the sheikhs who imprison and belittle you. Religion is the cause of the submissive and ever-diminishing state in which we currently find ourselves. Have you read Voltaire? Read about freedom and the way in which religion impedes its achievement. It’s religion that makes people like this servant cringe and submit to their fate. As Voltaire says, that’s religion’s function.  You need to read him.” 
 

“I’ve read Voltaire, Sir,” she replied forcefully. “Allow me to disagree with you. He wasn’t against religion, but he did oppose religion’s involvement in politics and the church’s role in his own country.” 
 

He stared at her in admiration. “I can swear,” he said, “that you’re the first woman in Egypt to have read him.” 
 

“To the contrary, I believe, there are lots of women who have. In fact, Sir,” she went on enthusiastically, “Sheikh Muhammad Abduh is calling for freedom, reform, and a genuine understanding of religion. Maybe the problem is with human beings, not faith itself.” 
 

“Utter nonsense!” he replied angrily. “It’s the very devil, disguised as a reformist and enlightened angel. Don’t trust him: religion refuses to accept pluralism and demands acceptance without any discussion.  Now prove to me that God exists.” 
 

His question shocked her.  She stood up in a fury. 
 

“I’m talking to you as I would to any educated man,” he told her calmly. “Forgive me if I was a bit too blunt. Your goal is to discuss things the way men do or even better.  Isn’t that so?” 
 

She was still shaking with anger. “Now you prove to me, Sir, that He doesn’t exist. Why should I have to prove my own beliefs?  If you disagree with me, then prove to me that you’re right. Religion certainly does acknowledge pluralism and debate. Did the angels not debate God?  Did the prophets not do so and demand proofs?” 


“Galila,” he said gently, “What I want is for your mind to develop and become aware of who’s debating with you for some personal reason and who really believes in you and your cause. You’re clever, and your writings are brilliant.  Freedom knows no conditions and follows no rules. For example, what harm is there if a man drinks a glass of wine or gives his beloved an affectionate kiss? 


As she stood up, the image of Hani Nasif crumbled before her very eyes. 


“Sir,” she told him, “I think that the freedom that we aspire to is more than a mere glass of wine or a kiss. It’s freedom of knowledge and understanding, a way to breathe and develop; the potential of everything of which we’re deprived by men, not by religion.” 


“Bravo!” he said as he also got to his feet. “By any yardstick, you’re indeed extraordinary. I wanted to get to know you better, and there’s no better way for a man to know a woman than by being provocative.” 


She started moving towards the door. 


“Sir,” she told him, “I wish you could put aside my being a woman and appreciate my works. Even so, I thank you for your encouragement.” 


 Suddenly he grabbed her hand. “Why are you leaving so quickly?” he asked.  “Stay here with me, Galila.” 


The shock made her gasp, and she pulled her hand away. She ran towards the door, but he grabbed her cloak from behind. 


“Did you hear what I told you? I said: stay here!” 


She yelled for her friend, but there was no response. Everything happened very fast, so much so that, time and again, she kept trying to revive and organize the scene in her head.  Hani Nasif pulled her hair till he had almost pulled it out. She screamed at the top of her voice, and Hasan appeared; she had no idea if he was following her or walking beside her. He grabbed Hani’s hand, and freed her cloak and hair. She left the room as quickly as possible, heading for the door of the villa. She heard Hani Nasif swearing crudely, much worse than a child, and much more viciously. It seems that, when she ran out of the room, Hasan stood in the doorway and put his arm out to block Hani. Hani punched him several times, cursing and swearing as he did so, cursing Galila at the same time. He was saying things like: “You’re a whore, that’s all, stupid and bigoted.  You shouldn’t be at any school; your place is the brothel. Get out of my way, you black slave. Move, you ignorant cur!” 
 

Hasan did not move. As he blocked the doorway, he took some blows to his face and shoulders. With a weird show of speed, Hani took off his belt and started using it to pelt Hasan’s stomach, shoulders, and face.  Eventually, the buckle hit Hasan’s neck and opened up a vein full of blood.  All this happened in less than a minute.  Hasan did not move or respond to the insults. As soon as he was sure that Galila had left the villa by the door, he moved away and turned towards the exit, with Hani behind him, still hitting him and cursing and swearing. Once Hasan had left the villa, Hani’s voice and blows disappeared. 
 

Inside the carriage, Galila was breathing hard and shivering worse than she had ever done before. 
 

Once Hasan arrived, he grabbed the horse’s reins and started driving the carriage. After a short while, Galila asked him to stop. She lifted her veil. 
 

“I want to thank you,” she said, still gasping fearfully.  
 

He said nothing. 
 

She looked at the blood pouring out of his neck. 
 

“Maybe I need to apologize,” she said. 
 

She had no idea how she had come to say that; she had never imagined she would ever be mouthing such words to her servant. 
 

Now he looked at her.  “Ma’am,” he replied, “I was only doing my duty.” 
 

“I had no idea he would be that brutal,” she said, as though talking to herself. “A genuine demon in the garb of a shepherd of freedoms and revolt against tyranny. All that pent-up violence inside him! My God, it’s scary. Did you but realize, he’s even worse than the British.” 
 

Hasan turned slowly in her direction, but avoided looking straight at her. 


“You need to have that wound cleaned,” she told him gently. “It’s my wish, just my own wish, that what happened today will be a secret between the two of us. Only if that’s possible, of course. Can you not tell my father this time?” 


He seemed reluctant. 


“Don’t tell my father,” she told him nervously. “You must promise me not to do that, no matter what.  If you tell him...” 


For a few moments, she said nothing. 


“If you told him,” she said, “he’d get very angry.  I don’t want to annoy him and damage his health. He might take revenge on Hani and do him some harm. He’s certainly a despicable man. You don’t want to hurt my father, isn’t that right?” 


She realized that this time was not like the others. If her father heard about it, he would stop her from ever going out. He would hit her, and might either kill the journalist or start a campaign in which she would be the eventual loser. Her entire future now depended on a single word from this servant. 


“Shall we go back to the house now?” he asked. 


She kept looking at his face and trying to work out what was going through his mind. Was he angry with her because it was entirely her fault that he had been so grossly insulted? She had been well aware that there was no way he could respond to the journalist and hit him back. He would have to grin and bear it. Did he hate her and regard her as a hussy who was ready to meet men and chat with them?  He had to be looking on her as a recalcitrant, an infidel who would leave the house every day to teach orphans and other hussies.  What was he thinking, she wondered. For seven years, she had only said a few words to him.  There were times when she even forgot that he was there, but, in fact, he was there, day after day, year after year.  Never was there any change, any talk, or any objection.  What did he know about her, she wondered; what did he think of her? Did he pick up the words that she occasionally uttered spontaneously while arguing with herself? Did he know anything about her frustrations and worries? Did he understand what she was exposed to every day, and what she kept secret? With his simple mind, could he appreciate the sense of depressing loneliness that she felt among the people who spoke to her and, with few exceptions, loathed her?  Did he realize how lonely she felt—a loneliness amid her own family, her sisters, and the family’s daughters; a loneliness among the foreigners at the school and the students; a loneliness even on festival days when she would avoid any talk about marriage and children, buying French jewelry and fashions, and details about sewing and recipes for dishes? He was always there, on festival days and for visits. But what distinguishes a really good servant is the ability to completely disappear from view even though he is actually there and to make people forget that he’s among them and around them. Where she was concerned, he seemed particularly good at that. 
 

“Not until you promise me,” she insisted. 
 

He did not respond. She put her hand inside her cloak, took out some money, and extended her hand. 
 

“I don’t know how to reward you,” she said. “I realize that there’s no money that can give you what you deserve or reward you adequately for what you did today. Will you accept this small sum?” 
 

Turning the offer down, he thanked her and prayed for her. 
 

“You’re not going to reject what my hand’s offering,” she insisted. “I don’t want you to shun me.” 
 

“I would never dare to do that, Ma’am,” he replied immediately. “I never want to do any such thing. I’ll accept anything from you, but not this time. If I’m disobeying you this time, please forgive me.” 
 

She stared at him in amazement. Now she was sure that he did not want to take the money because he was intending to tell her father what had happened.  His first and last loyalty was to her father, who had saved him from orphanhood and taken care of him. He would have to be grateful and return the favor. 
 

Yes indeed, he would have to return the favor. If his loyalty was to her father and not to her, then he was continually spying on her, not protecting her. She had no idea what to do about it. 


She let out a deep sigh. 


“Tell me frankly,” she said. “Are you going to tell my father?” 


He still avoided looking directly at her. “No,” he replied firmly, “I won’t.” 


She put her hand to her heart and did her best to stay calm. Relief can have the same effect as fear. 


“You promise me?” she said. 


“I promise you, Ma’am.” 


“What are you planning to say about the wound on your neck?” 


“I’ll lie,” he replied without even thinking. 


His statement was more powerful than she had expected. She had no idea how best to respond. 


“Many a lie,” she said after a pause, “can save people’s lives.” 


He did not respond. 


“Don’t you agree with me,” she went on, “that sometimes lies can be useful, in dangerous times for example?” 


“The things you say, Ma’am, are always right,” he replied. 


She had no idea why she now felt an overwhelming need to convince him. 


“For example,” she went on emphatically, “if you lie to your enemy in a war, isn’t war all about deception? Or, if you lie sometimes for the sake of something that is within your rights, but someone else thinks it’s within his rights to stop you. Do you understand?” 


“The things you say are always right, Ma’am,” he replied. 


“Have I convinced you?” she asked. 


He seemed hesitant. 


“It’s not for someone like me, Ma’am” he replied, “to be convinced or to object. Neither conviction nor objection change much. That’s for people like you, not me.” 


“Everyone has the right to understand and object. That’s a God-given right, and human beings have no control over it.” 
 

He did not seem to have understood what she had said and did not respond. 
 

“I want to thank you once again for your courage today,” she said after a pause, “and for your promise, which is more important.” 
 

He nodded and looked at the horse. 
 

“Now we can go back to the house,” she said. 
 

She was not sure about his promise. She looked at the blood still oozing from his neck; it was still flowing freely, and there was no sign of it stopping. She was feeling even more worried about her future and his. She touched some spots of blood on the floor of the carriage and stared at them in dismay. 
 

“Are you feeling okay, Hasan?” she asked. 
 

“Yes, Ma’am, I’m fine,” he replied. 


☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ 


When Tamrhan saw the blood pouring with all the rush of a Nile flood from her son’s neck, she started yelling and screaming. She put bandages and coffee on the wound, and asked him what had happened.  He did not reply, but she noticed the way his glance kept moving around the place like a caged lion. When she noticed that look in her son’s eyes, she realized that desolation was on the way, and there was no avoiding death. 
 

“I feel for you, Hasan,” she whispered to him at the time. “What I can see inside your heart scares me.” 
 

“What is there in a servant’s heart that can be scary?” he asked softly. 
 

“You’re always calm and in control. You always act cautiously. People like you are scary.” 
 

“Are you afraid of your son because he obeys orders?” 
 

“No,” she replied, looking into his eyes, “I’m scared of my son because there’s anger lurking deep inside him. He’s incredibly obstreperous.” 


“No, I’m not,” he replied immediately. 


“I wish I could believe you.  How did you get that wound today?” 


“I fell down.” 


“We’re very lucky,” she went on immediately. “You know that, don’t you?”   


It was as if she were doing her best to calm him down even though she had no idea what was setting his very soul ablaze. 


“Ahmad Bey’s a God-fearing man,” she continued, “His wife’s an angel, and his daughters... What do you think of Miss Galila? Does she mistreat you?” 


“No, she doesn’t,” he replied, staring at the horizon through the room’s narrow window. 


“You don’t have a lot to say about her even though you spend most of your time with her.” 


He did not respond. Her heart was still not mollified, and the look in her son’s eyes still heralded misfortune. 


☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ ☼ 


The assault on Galila had a greater effect on her than she had believed at the time. She thought back about her life ever since she had decided to go to the school and right up to that day. At times, she was full of regret; at others, of sadness. If she had not gone to the school, she would have been a wife by now with children. She would not have needed to beg for a few moments with her sister’s children or to disappear when the family paid a visit and started asking her questions about marriage and why she was waiting so long. Was knowledge really worth so much hardship? People around her would start accusing her of brazen conduct and even madness on occasion. Then came Hani, one of the people who had shaped her ideas and encouraged her to write, only to shrink in front of her in a matter of seconds and turn into something so despicable, yet so harmful. That was her mistake. She blamed herself for giving him the pretext to regard her the way he did. Why had he thought of her that way? That was her fault. Because she wrote?  Because she came to visit her friend’s house?  Because she met him in the company of her friend and servant, but without any prior appointment?  She should have left as soon as she found him there.  But she was used to meeting the Sheikh and her uncle without any need for caution. It never occurred to her that something like that might happen. She told herself that perhaps women needed to stay at home so as to avoid getting into trouble.  From now on, she would forget about writing and teaching.  Instead, she would spend the rest of her life in her room, ruing a mistake that she did not quite understand and a life wasted; she would have no idea where it had gone, how it had lost its way, and never reached its destination. 
 

The things that she had learned at the school had changed her. She had learned Arabic, English, and French well before going to the school, but she did not know a lot about routes, directions, and world maps. Her very first geography lesson had changed her view of her own country and herself.  She learned that the world consisted of different continents, with seas opening one onto another. It was all controlled by a few people.  Britain was queen of the seas, encircling India and Africa, and Egypt lay right in the middle between Asia and Europe.  If the route did not go through it, then it would be going around it.  She studied a bit of history as well. There were ancient peoples who were always victorious, building and destroying things.  The Egyptians had long ago created a civilization or a variety of them perhaps.  She had not learned those things at home. She had mingled with foreigners and orphans; she had witnessed suffering in the eyes of women; she had understood about orphanhood, impotence, and dejection. She had learned a lot and had read every single book that she had found in the small library. Most important, she had learned how human beings can line up and persevere in quest of knowledge rather than war. So then, was school worth it or not?  After her encounter with Hani, she was no longer sure. 
 

Galila’s mother noticed how gloomy she was.  She asked her daughter why, but Galila did not reply. She had been anxiously waiting for her father to attack her or for Tamrhan to tell her mother what had happened. In fact, she made every effort to be with her mother whenever she talked to Tamrhan. One day, she heard Tamrhan complaining about the deep wound in her son’s neck which herbs failed to close, and even coffee couldn’t stop the blood from flowing. He would still bleed once in a while. 


“Take him to a doctor,” Galila’s mother said, seeming uninterested. 


Tamrhan replied that her son would never agree. 


“What did he do to get such a wound?” Galila’s mother asked. “He must have had a row in a pub or gone to a bar, had a drink, and then got into a fight with his friends. Tamrhan, what your son needs is a wife. It’s wrong and counterproductive for him to be still unmarried.” 


“I swear to you, Ma’am, I’m well aware of that. We’re waiting for destiny to play its part. My son doesn’t drink or go out at night. That’s all thanks to your upbringing, Ma’am, and the Bey’s. I shall be indebted to you for my entire life. I’ll never be able to repay that debt. But my loyalty to you will last as long as I live.” 
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