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PREFACE





Because we do not possess a great deal of information about the life of Mohammed before the Revelation literature can help us to imagine the early years of the remarkable yet humble man appointed by God to be His messenger and spread the word and values of the last revealed religion. This has been the endeavour of Salim Bachi, the highly regarded author of Le Chien d’Ulysse (Ulysses’ Dog, winner of the Goncourt Prize for First Novel). The Silence of Mohammed, his fourth novel, is structured as a biography and written in an animated style which makes for an enjoyable read. It was quite a risk to turn this exceptional life into a well-researched novel, one that jumps about in focus: after the first section narrated by Khadija, his first wife (who is older than him) and the woman who employed him in her caravan business, the story is taken up by Caliph Abu Bakr, his first and only friend, and then concluded by the latter’s very young daughter, who gives her own highly personal take on Mohammed’s life and death.


It was quite a risk because, without taking liberties with the facts, the author has given us a compelling story recreating the early life of this orphan, who is assailed by visions and has strange, premonitory dreams, something that causes the monk, Buhayra, to declare that he is “marked out for a remarkable destiny”. Khadija, who had been married twice and had inherited a great fortune, was to give him two sons and three daughters. “I’d brought him my wealth, and he’d given me his ardour and intelligence,” she says. The death of his sons would be a source of great sadness for him. Mohammed would suffer deeply, as God put him to the test.


Salim Bachi describes this man’s struggle to make his contemporaries accept that there was only one God and that it was ridiculous to worship idols made of stone. He was to be, as so aptly described by Maxime Rodinson, “a head of state and an armed prophet”. Obviously no one is a prophet in their own land; Mohammed would have to leave Mecca for Medina, where he would live safely until his death. Not surprisingly, the most eagerly awaited section of the novel is the one narrated by Aisha, his favourite wife. It is helpful to put this episode back into its social and historical context—interpreting it in the light of today’s sociological understanding is to misread the text and commit an error of judgement. Mohammed was fond of women and God “authorised” him to take pleasure in them. Aisha, a nine-year-old girl, became the Prophet’s wife on reaching puberty. But this very young woman would prove to be exceptionally mature, observant and rebellious. She says: “I’m the only wife whom the Messenger of God knew before I was even brought into the world […] I, Aisha, was lucky enough to know two fathers […] the second—oh, the handsomest of men—was my husband in the eyes of God and my lover in the intimacy of our sleeping alcove.” She speaks of him as a husband who shared his bed with other women, which caused her to fly into justifiable rages, particularly when he married Zaynab, the wife of his adoptive son, which allowed God to make adoption impossible in Islam. A child can be adopted but is not permitted to take their adoptive father’s surname.


The vital contribution of this novel is to familiarise us with a man who continues to fascinate us fourteen centuries after his death. Fate treated him unkindly until the day he was appointed Messenger of God on earth by the heavenly voice. His mission has continued to spread throughout the ages, way beyond his death. This is a peculiarity of prophets, this is why Islam venerates and honours all those who came before Mohammed. The strength of this novel is in showing us the complex and profound humanity of this exceptional hero. Not only does it go some way towards re-establishing certain truths about the most important figure in Islam but it proves that this religion has been around so long that it is inextricably bound up with culture and morality. A great success.





TAHAR BEN JELLOUN






















GLOSSARY







Abu Father, in Arabic.


Abu Al-Qasim (father of Qasim) Another name for Mohammed.


Almah A virgin.


Ashura The day on which Iman Hussain was killed by Yazid’s army.


Basra Syrian town.


Bayt House.


Bint Daughter of, in Arabic.


Hanif A person who rejects the false religion and who therefore becomes a believer. This was the name given to certain men, before Mohammed and his time, on account of their piety and strict monotheism.


Hedjaz Central area of the Arabian peninsula bordering the Red Sea.


Hilf Federation of the wealthiest Meccan merchants, a form of government by the best.


Hind India in Arabic.


Houris Inhabitants of paradise.


Hudaybiyya Town a couple of miles from Mecca, where the famous treaty of the same name was signed between Mohammed and the Qurayshites.


Ibn Son, in Arabic.


Issa Jesus, in Arabic.


Jibril The Archangel Gabriel.


Jizya A tax.


Litham Veil.


Ka’aba A sacred cuboid structure, built in Mecca. All Muslims pray in the direction of this temple (see Qibla), which is the site of their annual pilgrimage.


Ma’rib Town in ancient Yemen, renowned for its dam.


Maryam Mary in Arabic, mother of Christ.


Messiah Christ.


Minbar Pulpit.


Mohammed One of the commonly used variants of the Muslim name, which can also be spelled Muhammad or Mohamet.


Muezzin Someone who calls the faithful to prayer.


Muhajirun The Emigrants—those who followed Mohammed on his withdrawal to Medina.


Muta Town in Sham, south of Jerusalem, where the Muslims waged their first battle against the Byzantine Empire.


Najd Present-day Iraq.


Nazarenes Arabic name for the Christians. Waraqa ibn Nawfal was a Nazarene and the cousin of Khadija, Mohammed’s first wife.


Noria Waterwheel.


Qibla Direction of Mecca and the Ka’aba, towards which all Muslims turn to pray.


Quraysh, Qurayshites Name of the tribe in Mecca to which Mohammed originally belonged. Most of its leading members were hostile to Mohammed’s preaching.


Qurra’ Reciters of the Qur’an.


Roums Byzantines in Arabic, derived from ‘Romans’.


Ridda Apostacy.


Sham Region of the Byzantine empire including Syria, Lebanon and present-day Palestine/Israel/Jordan.


Sin China in Arabic.


Sura A chapter of the Qur’an.


Tayf Town situated some 60 miles to the south of Mecca.


Yathrib Former name for Medina, several hundred miles north of Mecca.


Yemama Region at the heart of the Arabian peninsula.


Zaboor The Psalter, the Book of David according to the Qur’an, containing all religious texts not belonging to the Torah, the Gospels or the Qur’an.






















KHADIJA























Read in the name of your Lord Who created.


He created man from a clot.


Read and your Lord is Most Honourable,


Who taught (to write) with the pen


Taught man what he knew not.


























MAY GOD FORGIVE these words circling endlessly round my head. Mohammed thinks he’s mad. I tell him he’s nothing of the sort but it doesn’t help; he’s convinced that he is and asks me to wrap a coat around him. He feels cold. Ever since he came back, he keeps shivering and his teeth chatter all the time, then he falls asleep, his brow clammy; he wakes with a start and talks to me—he explains that during the night, or perhaps it was dawn, in the cave, or on his way back, the entire length of the sky split open. It was light, it was dark, and the Angel appeared in all his height, in all his Angelic splendour.





He was walking through the desert when “he was taught by one mighty in power, endued with wisdom—for he appeared in stately form, while he was in the highest part of the horizon. Then he approached and came closer, and was at a distance of but two bow-lengths or even nearer; so did Allah convey the inspiration to His Servant: ‘Read in the name of your Lord Who created.’”





May God forgive me, he thinks he’s mad, but I’m sure he isn’t; such a man cannot be mad. I’ve told him this time and time again. He replies that he doesn’t understand why he’s beset by these flashes of illumination, these moments when the words move through him and say that which he knows not. And yet my husband is a man of great learning and wisdom. When he came back from Basra, or Damascus, which is even further away, at the head of a caravan, he would always bring back manuscripts and devour them alone, away from inquisitive eyes. He often discussed them with his best friend, Abu Bakr, and together they would talk of the mysteries of this world.


Most of their journeys were to Sham; and each time they came back full of delight as well as richer in pocket. Abu Bakr was a handsome man of slender build with an unblemished face and a high brow. He wore his age well and had that perpetual youthful air that men acquire when they get on in years. He and Mohammed were brothers in spirit. People say that, one day, the two men began pondering aloud as they walked towards the mosque. Abu Bakr leaned towards Mohammed:


“My friend, why don’t the Arabs have their own religion like the Jews and the Nazarenes?”


“Some of them have become Nazarenes in Mecca. Or Jews in Yathrib. Waraqa ibn Nawfal is writing out the Gospel in Hebrew and he gives me various passages to read.”


“True enough, Mohammed. Why don’t we have our own Book? Our own Gospel, our Torah, our Zaboor?”


“God has forsaken us, Abu Bakr.”


“Why hasn’t he forsaken the Jews and the Nazarenes?”


“I don’t know, Abu Bakr.”


They didn’t raise the subject again. Their trips to the north continued. Each time they returned, their eyes were brimming with wonders. They had met men who believed there was only one God, a unique and inaccessible God; and those men believed in life after death.





At night, Mohammed tossed and turned in our bed, unable to find rest. When he slipped into sleep, he was tormented by strange dreams. Sometimes he was flying with the birds and remembered seeing Abrahah’s army; he watched it advancing through the desert towards the Ka’aba. He saw the Abyssinian ruler’s exhausted, pitiful men; he chased after the camels owned by his grandfather, Abd al-Muttalib. At other times he dreamt about the punishment of the people of Samood. God had sent them a prophet, Salih, who, Mohammed told me when he awoke, was the spitting image of him.














I WAS BORN BEFORE MOHAMMED, long before, although I was too modest to tell him so for a long time. I was actually entering my thirty-fifth year when I married Mohammed, not my fortieth, as rumoured by certain Qurayshites. Our enemies often tried to belittle Mohammed and Islam by insinuating that I was much too old to have given him a male heir strong enough to survive all the childhood illnesses.


At that time, Mecca was the epicentre of the world, being on the route taken by the caravans, which started out from Abyssinia, travelled along the borders of Yemen and through the cities of Ma’rib and Sana’a, then continued their long journey north to Sham.


This first route was the most important, since it was used by the Quraysh camel drivers to transport merchandise from the countries of Sin and Hind to Basra and Damascus, where beautiful wealthy ladies paid a fair price for the perfumes and jewels they bought to adorn themselves. The city was inhabited by men and women who revered the Messiah and his mother, Maryam; Sassanid Persia, in the Orient, worshipped fire and its prophet Zoroaster, guardian of darkness and light.


When I was a girl, I was often told that these lands were home to fabulous riches; like those delicate, brightly coloured fabrics said to be produced by the worm from Sin; those ambers and musks from Abyssinia which Mohammed loved and which he used often, both for himself and for me, were also transported along the great routes by the Qurayshites and sold by their slaves at the markets in Mecca. Only Tayf could boast a reputation to rival that of Mecca.


We Meccans were proud of our city and particularly of its religious centre which drew believers from every corner of the Island of the Arabs, from Hedjaz to Najd and from the region of Ma’rib to Sham. Once a watering place on the caravan route, the city was settled by the tribe of the Qurayshites and soon became prosperous. Some of these Qurayshites were the most astute merchants in the world. They travelled the land from one end to another to buy beautiful merchandise and resell it for the largest profit.


The town enjoyed such renown that Tayf, keen to protect itself from such fierce competition, wished for its ruin. When Abrahah the Abyssinian decided to crush the Meccans and destroy their nation, the men of Tayf lent a helping hand. The ancient Arabian city was tired of being outshone by its dashing rival. But Abrahah was defeated and Tayf relinquished its vague desires for glory and power. The town gradually sank into oblivion and its trade collapsed so entirely that its inhabitants came to live in the vicinity of Mecca.


Following their victory over the Abyssinian, the contemptuous Meccans trusted to their luck, which partly explains their hostility towards Mohammed in the early days of his preaching. It probably didn’t help matters that he often opposed the wealthiest men of Mecca while being one of its poorest citizens, despite being raised from that lowly position forever by our marriage. In terms of moral rectitude, he’d always been one of the richest men in Mecca and had always possessed the good judgement that so many of my contemporaries lacked. He was just and uncommonly honest, which meant that all the caravaneers in the world soon knew his name.


My beloved was also a well-travelled, educated man—how else could anyone believe that I, his wife, Khadija bint Khuwaylid, would have trusted him to trade my goods as far afield as Sham. Naturally there are those who now delight in telling strange tales about my husband. Some say he was an uncultivated man, unable to read or write, and I’ve even heard it suggested that he couldn’t count either. In truth, unlike the Nazarenes, he had no holy book to rely on. As far as those poor devils were concerned, the Qur’an was just a collection of poetry and legends and couldn’t compare with the Gospel that my cousin Waraqa was translating.


That is how they attempt to make people forget the treachery of their kind and oppose the true religion which they try to debase by belittling the Messenger of God. They make out he’s some sort of puppet whom no one could believe in, a marionette controlled by fate with no knowledge of the mysteries of this world and the next. That’s why most Qurayshites refuse to support the idea of a unique, indivisible God. They discredit his servant to justify the blindness of the merchants he denounces and who rule supreme in Mecca.




















When the heavens burst asunder,


And obeys its Lord and it must.







And when the earth is stretched,


And casts forth what is in it and becomes empty,


And obeys its Lord and it must.







O man!


Surely you must strive (to attain) to your Lord,


A hard striving until you meet Him.







Then as to him who is given his book in his right hand,


He shall be reckoned with by an easy reckoning,


And he shall go back to his people joyful.







And as to him who is given his book behind his back,


He shall call for perdition,


And enter into burning fire.







Surely he was (erstwhile) joyful among his followers.


Surely he thought that he would never return.


Yea! surely his Lord does ever see him.







But nay! I swear by the sunset redness,


And the night and that which it drives on;


And the moon when it grows full,


That you shall most certainly enter one state after another.










But what is the matter with them that they do not believe,


And when the Qur’an is recited to them they do not make obeisance?







Nay! those who disbelieve give the lie to the truth.


And Allah knows best what they hide,


So announce to them a painful punishment—


Except those who believe


And do good; for them is a reward


That shall never be cut off.























MOHAMMED WAS BORN in the Year of the Elephant, so named in memory of Abrahah’s expedition against Mecca.


Abrahah had decided to build a large church to divert trade from Mecca to the capital of Yemen. At that time, Sana’a was a flourishing city, the like of which was seldom seen in the Island of the Arabs; the finest merchandise in the world was traded there: silks from the countries of Sin where, they said, the men were smaller than our women, spices from Hind, the kingdom where Two-Horned Alexander had married a princess of great beauty; and ivory, white as the sun, transported from Abyssinia by black slaves.


Before starting work on his church, Abrahah informed the Negus and then Caesar in Byzantium. He demolished the ksar of Balqis, the palace of the Queen of Saba, and construction, when it began, entailed a workforce worthy of a pharaoh. Captive Africans worked day and night to build that temple.


When some of the Meccans saw Abrahah’s handiwork, they were struck by envy. The new ruler of Yemen was about to ruin their trade by diverting the caravans from the Ka’aba, our temple where all the Arabs prayed, whether they were Nazarenes, People of the Book, or Hanifs—like Umayya Ibn Abu Salt—who worshipped God despite not being Nazarenes or People of the Book. One of those Meccans walked into Abrahah’s church and defiled it with his excrement.


When he was informed of this insult, Abrahah made plans to lead a punitive expedition against Mecca and destroy our Ka’aba. He informed the Negus, who approved his decision. Abrahah asked the ruler to send him an elephant to frighten his enemies. When the animal arrived, he ordered his army to set off for Mecca with the elephant at the head of the troops.





To this day, it is said that Abrahah and his army spent a troubled night plagued by dark omens. The stars shone in the heavens with unaccustomed brightness. A great many dreams tormented the soldiers’ sleep. Their guide fled and took refuge in the Ka’aba. Some of the men, Arabs from Tayf belonging to the Thaqif tribe, who’d joined the expedition to dispose of a formidable rival, were panic-stricken at the thought of the sacrilege. They broke their lances and arrows, then pulled out their hair as a sign of mourning; their hysteria frightened the remaining troops.


During the night, an intense cold descended on the camp, crushing the spirits of the bravest, exhausted from the expedition through the Arabian desert. Some of them slept, warriors sprawled on the ground like vestiges of dwellings abandoned by the nomads, ruins celebrated by Meccan poets who, at night, swathed in a burnouse, cheated sleep by weaving lines of poetry. At such times they saw shadows deep in the flames which brought back memories of dreams: languorous women made their frozen faces burn, while others saw fabulous animals engaged in terrifying couplings.


When my beloved described the inferno in store for the unbelievers, those men had already imagined it when they were alone on the caravan routes, surrounded by sand, miles from anywhere, beneath a blinding moon described by their ancestors since time immemorial. Some even possessed the ancient memory of the plains and rivers that had once watered the desert before we were born; the green valleys of Paradise rang in their ears like a tale of remembered happiness handed down from generation to generation to temper the torments of the sun and the night’s biting cold.


Not one of Abrahah’s men was still lost in dreams and it was already time to rise to destroy a temple that they probably would rather have never seen in their lives. So they began marching through the darkness, the elephant serving as a massive, comical guide.


At daybreak, the sky became overcast—clouds of insects blocked the sun. They were actually birds, thousands of birds, which swooped down on Abrahah and his men, dropping stones clutched in their talons. And the rocks kept falling, breaking spines and limbs, blinding eyes, stoving in stomachs, breaking necks and splitting heads.


The dead accumulated on the road to Mecca; corpses piled on corpses in such numbers that the soldiers had to flee the massacre; Abrahah, himself injured, turned back.


The story goes that he died when he came to Yemen.


This was the year that Mohammed ibn Abd Allah ibn Abd al-Muttalib was born; it was called the Year of the Elephant in memory of the expedition led by the Abyssinian king who wanted to destroy the Ka’aba. A year of war and victory for the Quraysh people; Mohammed would never fail to remind his enemies of that fact.




















Have you not considered


How your Lord dealt with


The possessors of the elephant?







Did He not cause their war to end in confusion,


And send down (to prey) upon them birds in flocks,


Casting against them stones of baked clay,







So He rendered them like straw eaten up?


























WHILE MOHAMMED WAS CHANTING THESE VERSES, I’d draped a white burnouse around his shoulders. Yes, I remember, his eyes were fixed on the coming dawn and they looked right through me—they were decoding the bright signs forming in the darkness before him.


When I asked him if he was hearing the word of God or if he could see it, he replied that it was branding his heart with bars of light that were congealing into meaning in his mind, then acquiring words. Or, sometimes, he’d hear bells pealing at intervals. That was when he knew he had to go somewhere to be on his own, a burnouse over his shoulders so that the cold gripping his limbs wouldn’t become unbearable.


When the words finally faded, he’d fall asleep in my arms. I liked to feel him lying against me. He was tall, although not as tall as that infidel Omar ibn al-Khattab. He was very young, much younger than me. I’d brought him my wealth, and he’d given me his ardour and intelligence. He never tried to take a concubine or another wife. He didn’t seem to desire any other company but mine. He loved to curl up against my body at nightfall. Three sons were born from our loins, Qasim, Tahir, Tayyib, and four daughters, Zainab, Ruqayya, Ummu Kulthoom and Fatima.


Qasim has been dead almost ten years now. Ten long summers and ten long winters, during which Mohammed was inconsolable over his death. Qasim’s brothers also followed him into the grave, further deepening his father’s sorrow. That’s why I gave him Zaid, my slave, whom he hastened to free and treat as his son. It was he who suggested to Abu Talib that his son Ali come to live with us, thereby lifting a burden from his uncle’s shoulders. He loved Ali and Ali loved him too. Why couldn’t I give him a son? Why didn’t his God permit him a son?


I said to him: “Beloved, take another wife and let her give you a son.”


He answered: “You’ve given me more than I need, Khadija.”


Then he’d take me in his arms and speak to me of al-Qasim, whom we’d watched growing like a palm shoot for two years, racing around as full of high spirits as all young children. By nine months, he was talking to his father. He’d been given the gift of language. His father was so proud of his son.


But, one day, the boy took to his bed, and never got up again.


For the two weeks it took him to die slowly, his father stretched out beside him and talked to him all the time. When our child slept, he fell silent and watched him sleep. He forbade me to wake him. Sometimes, with all the tenderness he could still muster, he would lightly stroke his son’s brow. Then he’d shut his eyes and weep in silence as if the fever already heralded the coming death in my beloved’s mind. I’ve never seen a man more wretched during those agonising weeks. He didn’t eat, he didn’t sleep, he was wasting away with his son. I even wondered whether I would lose them both; whether they’d leave me here alone to gutter out like a flame in the wind.


One morning our boy finally breathed his last. The sun was already baking the walls of the patio in front of our house. Mohammed went out into the courtyard, raised his arms to the sky and screamed until he fell to his knees; he remained prostrate like this for the entire day and the following night. His face was hidden by his long hair, and his body, once so robust, appeared frail and timeworn. No one dared to raise him up. As for me, I couldn’t get close to him, as if a relentless force were emanating from his body, keeping me away from him, far away, opening an abyss of sadness and darkness between us. It was beneath this blazing sun, wracked with the worst pain imaginable, that my beloved bent, body and soul, beneath the weight of God’s terrible, fearsome presence.


He was never the same after that terrible, black day. He washed our son’s body, wrapped him in the winding sheet of his white tunic and carried him to his grave. When I tried to stop him—that duty being the responsibility of the women of the household—he refused, and I couldn’t make him listen to reason. He’d suddenly broken with tradition, and in his eyes, which denied me, burned a rebellious flame.


Someone or something had lit a fierce fire inside him and, for a long time after this bereavement, I feared that an evil presence had used Qasim’s death to slip into his body.


I was wrong. He again became the man who’d asked for my hand in marriage without raising his eyes to my face. The same ordinary, humble man who took my hand and brought it to his lips before coming closer and removing the caftan covering my shoulders, breasts and belly.


He put his hand on my breast and fondled it first with his fingers, then with his lips and tongue.


When he raised his head, he gazed at me, laughing like a naughty child caught red-handed; then he kissed me again, burying his face in my hair; I could feel his breath on my neck: a burning heat swept over me, consuming me as he fondled my body and laughed even louder, our faces touching, our limbs entwined.




















And soon will your Lord give you


So that you shall be well pleased.







Did He not find you an orphan


And give you shelter?







And find you lost (that is, unrecognised by men)


And guide (them to you)?







And find you in want


And make you to be free from want?







Therefore, as for the orphan,


Do not oppress (him).







And as for him who asks,


Do not chide (him),







And as for the favour of your Lord,


Do announce (it).


























WE WERE IN THE SLEEPING ALCOVE of this very house which has seen a succession of days and years, laughter and tears, births and deaths. Outside, night had spread its black veils over Mecca. A ripple ran through the scorched palm trees, making them sway beneath the moon and the stars. The fathomless blue lay over the world, beyond man’s grasp forever and ever.


He was talking about his grandfather, a smile on his lips, as if sketching the portrait of a man lost to God, but for whom he still felt great affection. Although that didn’t stop him repeating that his grandfather, Abd al-Muttalib, was no doubt burning in Hell at that very moment, along with our fathers, their fathers, and the fathers of their fathers.


It made my head swim to know that our ancestors had been wrong and that they were paying for their blindness. Sometimes this made me very sad, since those men were not all bad—some of them were probably good fathers and occasionally good husbands—and yet my beloved believed they were damned. By way of an illustration, he added:


“Sensing he was coming to the end of his days, my grandfather, Abd al-Muttalib, took to sitting in the shade of the Ka’aba, surrounded by his sons. For this, he would spread the large Damask carpet that Abrahah had given him.”


On his way to Mecca, Abrahah had come across a large herd of camels—two hundred head, a fortune—which he confiscated to feed his soldiers. They all belonged to Abd al-Muttalib.


When, after several days’ march through the desert, he reached the outskirts of Mecca, Abrahah summoned one of his henchmen and said:


“Go to Mecca and ask to speak to the town’s governor. When he grants you an audience, tell him that Abrahah hasn’t come to wage war and that his sole purpose is to raze the Ka’aba to the ground with his elephants. If they don’t stand in the way of my plans, I won’t spill their men’s blood and I won’t carry their women and children off into captivity. If the Meccans abandon all thought of opposing my army, then bring back several of their lords with you as a token of goodwill.”


The man went to Mecca and asked to see the Lord of the Quraysh. He was pointed in the direction of Abd al-Muttalib’s abode. He went to this house and ordered the lad who opened the door to fetch his master. Without a word, the boy went back into the house. He heard voices, some kind of dispute, then silence; a tall, elderly man with a hatchet face came out.


“Speak, and don’t waste my time.”


The emissary delivered his king’s message.


Abd al-Muttalib contemplated him for a few moments then went back inside his house. The king’s messenger was at a loss how to interpret Abd al-Muttalib’s departure. He was about to leave when the door opened again. The old man appeared with his many sons; they were even surlier than the white-bearded governor.


He said, his tone devilishly formal:


“We have no desire to wage war on King Abrahah. We can’t afford it. We’re just peace-loving merchants. The Ka’aba is the House of God. It’s up to God to protect it. If He permits Abrahah to destroy it, we won’t stand in his way.”


The emissary asked if the old man would follow him back to the king in order to repeat these words. Abd al-Muttalib put his affairs in order and left with his sons.














ABRAHAH RECEIVED THEM with all the honours due to their rank. In an attempt to please Abd al-Muttalib, he bade him sit beside him on a Damascene carpet. Abd al-Muttalib couldn’t take his eyes off this beautiful piece of work, whose interlaced motifs illustrated works and days, life and death, marriages and births.


As the elderly Arab didn’t say a word, the king asked an interpreter to repeat his offer, namely the destruction of the Ka’aba in return for sparing the lives of all the Meccans.


Finally, Abd al-Muttalib spoke:


“Give me this carpet.”


Taken aback, Abrahah said:


“In the name of Jesus, you speak to me of a commonplace carpet and say nothing to me of the temple that houses your religion and that of your ancestors. I intend to destroy it and scatter its stones in the desert. Is that your only request, old man?”


Abd al-Muttalib stroked the combed wool tapestry carpet.


“Give me back my camels!”


“Old man, your appearance pleased me when I saw you, but your words have displeased me.”


Abrahah couldn’t fathom the governor of Mecca’s mind. He was beating around the bush instead of coming straight to the point. So be it, he’d play along with him: you could learn as much from these savages as you could from their betters.


“You care more about this carpet and your camels than your town’s temple! I don’t understand you. And yet you seem a reasonable man. The hairs in your beard are white and your children are full-grown. I’d been told about the people of Mecca, but I didn’t expect such folly.”


“I’m master of my camels. As for the Ka’aba, it has a master who will protect it.”


“He’ll be powerless against me.”


“That’s between you and Him! Give me my camels!”


“Magician!”


Abrahah gave him back his beasts; he even gave him the carpet on which they sat to ward off ill-fortune. Now content, Abd al-Muttalib offered him a third of the fortune of the Quraysh if he’d give up his intention of destroying the Ka’aba and return home with his armies.


“I will destroy the Ka’aba! The Arabs defiled my church! My men will defile theirs!”


Abrahah’s church towered above the soil of Sana’a, and its dimensions inspired awe in men’s minds before beguiling their eyes. Its thick walls were adorned with marbles sent by Heraclius, King of the Nazarenes. Some of the inner walls were panelled with precious woods.


The sandalwood door opened onto a high, wide aisle bordered by golden colonnades. This led to a square chamber with rich mosaic vaults studded with stars and sapphires. Farther off, there was a smaller building with a high cupola decorated with large crosses painted in relief and set with rubies and ceramics. At the centre, beneath the vault, a marble medallion reflected the light of the sun and moon, illuminating the magnificent dome day and night. Under the central cupola, a tapering pulpit pointed heavenward; this gift from the Negus, ebony inlaid with ivory and mother-of-pearl, asserted the might of God. Silver steps led up to the top.


“Your church is of little concern to me! I’ve never seen it. Give me my camels and do as you think fit. You have an army, large numbers of men, and you’re as mighty as Chosroes! What do you care about a poor Arab and his camels, which will be divided up among his sons when death comes to claim him?”


Wearily, the King of Yemen ended the audience.





Abd al-Muttalib returned home with his camels and his Damask carpet and informed his people that Abrahah had rejected their offer and was about to sweep down on the holy town and destroy the temple. He advised the Quraysh people to leave Mecca and take refuge in the surrounding hills. The men and women hid themselves and waited for Abrahah to arrive. Everyone knows how the master of the Ka’aba, God himself, protected his property and permitted the birth of my beloved, who carried on talking in the sleeping alcove where we lay entwined, the words opening a way between our bodies and our untrammelled souls.


“Haven’t you ever examined the tapestry, my love?”


He indicated the Damask carpet inherited from his grandfather. It had lost none of its vividness, and its rich colours still enchanted the eye. He too stroked it as Abd al-Muttalib had probably done when entertaining friends.


“Yes, I have, Abu al-Qasim.”


That’s what I called him—Qasim’s father; I knew he still had a deep love for our dead son.


Mohammed added:


“So you’ll know that God is the greatest Tapestry-maker and that the world is His work, as well as the Heaven and the Earth, and that we are its interwoven threads. It is enough for the great Tapestry-maker to intertwine two threads for our lives to be joined, or to remove another to end a life.”


“Does your life also hang by a thread?”


“Yes, our lives are worth nothing by themselves, they are valuable only in so far as they form part of the same pattern.”


“I understand, Abu al-Qasim.”


“I was the only one who sat on his Damascene carpet. When my uncles, out of respect for their father, wanted to prevent me, Abd al-Muttalib stopped them.


‘Pray, let him be. He’s destined for great things.’”


Mohammed was therefore allowed to clasp the carpet to him and stroke its surface during the hot hours of the day when the Meccans refrained from any work to conserve their strength; they’d withdraw to their courtyards and, in company with their children or wives, they’d sleep stretched out on cushions in the shade of an orange tree.


“Abd al-Muttalib always treated me like a son, even if sometimes I’d fall asleep with an empty stomach and wake up so ravenous that I’d drink all the Zamzam water.”


When his death was upon him, Abd al-Muttalib gathered his sons together and asked them to look after Mohammed and give him the carpet on which they so often sat together. Mohammed was only eight at the time and had lost his father at birth and his mother at the age of six. Two of his uncles shared the same mother as his father: al-Zubayr and Abu Talib. Fate chose Abu Talib, the poorer of the two. He kept Abrahah’s gift safe and gave it to his nephew when he reached the age of reason. That was all he inherited, but what a legacy! When he asked for my hand in marriage, he offered it to me by way of a dowry; I refused the object and accepted the man, since I knew how attached he was to the memory of his grandfather. When Mohammed dies, I hope they will shroud him in these threads, as closely intertwined as the fingers of our loving hands.














MOHAMMED ALSO TOLD ME about going to Sham in the company of his uncle. He’d been twelve years old and had begged Abu Talib to let him accompany the caravan from Mecca to Basra on the road to Damascus; his uncle had agreed.


When they arrived in Basra they stopped at the caravan camp. An elderly hermit, Buhayra, lived there in a cabin built with his own hands. When he caught sight of the caravan and Mohammed and Abu Talib, he hastily prepared some food, and then sent a messenger to invite the Qurayshites to dine with him. The Qurayshites were surprised:


“In the name of God, Buhayra, are you out of your mind?”


People thought he was mad; those Arabs didn’t understand why the monk would live alone in a dwelling made of ill-fitting boards and exposed to the four winds. They also didn’t understand the religion which consumed Buhayra’s heart, making sleep impossible and leaving him prey to dizzy spells.


At night, that man heard voices calling to him. Probably the wind lashing the stony expanses and stealing through the boards of his shack. Anyway, the hermit professed a faith that the desert men regarded as ridiculous. The love of one God of course, but divided into three entities, His Son, who had died on the cross, and the Holy Ghost, a type of jinn which allegedly tormented the poor wretch when he had fasted for too long and had fallen into a doze. They often laughed among themselves when talking about Buhayra.


Mohammed was the only one who didn’t understand why his companions were laughing. In his turn, he tried to imagine a God who was one and unique, but also divided into two other entities; he didn’t understand it either. Not so much the tremendous loneliness of this unique being—being an orphan, he himself felt that loneliness in the flesh—but the division between the Son, who fired his imagination to such an extent that at night he dreamed of being hoisted onto a huge wooden cross, and of the Holy Ghost, which tormented lonely monks.


Gazing into space, the old man eventually replied, sweeping his hand over the caravaneers gathered there.


“No. You’re all invited. From lord to slave, you shall all come and dine with me.”


The monk’s eyes sparkled as though under the influence of drink.


“Buhayra, we’ve often stopped by your door and you’ve never invited us in for a bite to eat.”


“Today you’re my guests.”


They all came except for our Messenger, whom they thought too young to attend the banquet laid on by the monk Buhayra.


“People of the Quraysh,” he said, when they approached his house. “My invitation was for all of you.”


“Buhayra, the only person missing is a young orphan who’s taking care of our mounts.”


“Your camels can take care of themselves!”


One of the guests ran off in search of Mohammed and brought him back to the hermit monk’s house.


Buhayra didn’t take his eyes off young Mohammed for the entire meal, much to the boy’s embarrassment. When the dinner ended and all the guests departed, Buhayra came up to the Messenger and asked if he could ask him some questions. The young man replied in the affirmative, probably curious to find out why this monk should be interested in an orphan who received as much respect from his tribe as a sheep.


“Mohammed, when sleep descends over your eyes, do you dream?”


He did dream. He dreamt about the end of time, the death of the caravans, endless night; and about many other things as well. He spent his days and nights dreaming strange dreams. Being on his own no longer bothered him. He’d become used to solitude during his wanderings as a shepherd and now he was ready to experience new adventures, accompanying his uncles on their travels.


“And what do you see in your dreams, Mohammed?”


“Wonders, my lord.”


That’s what he called them—his wonders. They kept him company and encouraged him not to lose hope. As an orphan, he knew he was a lost cause, it was the worst fate of all, along with being a woman under her father’s or her husband’s thumb. He belonged to everyone and no one. He depended on the goodwill of his uncle, Abu Talib, who until now had been lenient with him, more out of loyalty to his father’s memory than out of paternal affection. Unless his uncle’s love for him was kept hidden by the proprieties that had to be maintained by a man of his standing. He was not yet able to read people’s hearts; but he was a quick learner. He’d manage it one day, he was sure.


The old monk gazed at him as intently as a fennec fox. He took his hand and held it tightly in his.


“Don’t call me that, Mohammed. Call me Buhayra like your uncle and the rest of your clan. Because you’re a Qurayshite, aren’t you? A Qurayshite, like them.”


He belonged to their clan, but he wasn’t like them. They’d made him realise how different he was from them; he was an orphan who didn’t own anything of value in the world; he would only marry a woman if she wanted him. He understood that at his age. He’d also grasped the fact that his father’s branch of the tribe, the sons of Hashim, were no longer the masters of Mecca and that he, Mohammed, was not the master of his own house and never would be.


But he wasn’t bitter about it, as if being abandoned by Providence had landed him with what was, all in all, a fairly enviable fate. He could do as he pleased and think for himself since no one paid him any attention or asked his opinion. Until that day people had barely listened to a word he said. Until Buhayra, who was waiting for his answers like a thirsty man searching for a watering hole along the ancient caravan route.


“I’m just an orphan.”


“There’s nothing wrong with that, Mohammed,” said Buhayra, who remembered that Maryam’s son had also lost his father before he was born.


“But I’m poor, Buhayra, and I’m dependent on my uncle, Abu Talib. I’ll always depend on the charity of kind people.”


“God will provide for your needs, Mohammed. He will provide for all your needs, I can promise you that. Do you want to stay here with me? I’ll teach you the Scriptures, the words of the ancient prophets?”


He’d heard of such men who were mocked by the wealthy merchants of Mecca for claiming the existence of an afterlife under the watchful eye of a unique, single God. Those merchants valued only the treasures they possessed now, the fortune they hoarded in their beautiful houses, and their life, which they cherished like the women they showered with jewels and for whom their poets died in wine fumes and incense smoke. Mohammed’s only love was incense and myrrh, which had always affected him deeply.


He hated poets. Their poems were meaningless. He listened to them like all young Arabs, when they performed in front of the Ka’aba for a few gold coins and to please their prideful masters. All you needed was money to buy the praise of a poet. Money made everything possible in this life; yes, but afterwards, when the most powerful Meccan had breathed his last, what good did money do then?


“I must leave with my people.”


“Before you leave, Mohammed, would you show me your back?”


The Messenger of God slipped off his shirt in front of the monk. And the latter could see the mark of prophecy between his shoulder blades. He hastily crossed himself and told him to get dressed again.


“What kind of dreams fill your nights, Mohammed?”


“I often see a white horse with great wings. I sense that it’s calling me, but I don’t dare to follow it. It frightens me. Then I wake with a start.”


But he was beginning to tame this pure white horse which he called Al-Buraq when it appeared to his spirit at night. At first he’d been afraid of it, but now he loved to watch it flying in front of him in his dreams. It was a large white spirited mount which blazed against the blue skies.


“Follow it, Mohammed, don’t be afraid of that mount. It will know where to take you.”


“I am afraid, my Lord. Sometimes I also dream that I’m rising into the Heavens, carried by a great force. And then I weep and wake myself by crying out.”


“You mustn’t be afraid, my son. Go and find your uncle for me.”


Abu Talib came to see the monk.


“Look after your nephew.”


“He’s my son.”


“Don’t lie, this child had a father before you!”


“Yes, my brother. He died during his wife’s pregnancy.”


“I know. Take good care of him. Your nephew is marked out for a remarkable destiny.”


“What destiny, Buhayra?”


“You’ll never know, Abu Talib. You’ll die in ignorance. All I ask is that you watch over Mohammed. Understand?”


Abu Talib promised the old man that he’d look after his nephew. That unreligious man, a Hanif in the mould of Abd al-Muttalib, gave his word. Then the monk watched the caravan leave, bearing the young prophet away. He could die now, he thought to himself, as he closed the door to his cabin. He could fast until he crumbled to dust.














ABU TALIB WAS ANXIOUS about Mohammed’s future; he came to see me and suggested that I hire Mohammed’s services. The man who would one day be the Messenger of God was renowned for his loyalty and honesty, so it didn’t take long to clinch the deal.


I sent Mohammed to Sham with a young man called Maysara, who was a close relation. He watched my beloved closely for me—Mohammed didn’t put a foot wrong. He’d learned how to manage a trading caravan effectively from Abu Talib.


He knew how to buy and sell, which is not the easiest thing to do if you consider that most men sell what they no longer have and buy what they’ll never possess. And then they wonder why they’re so poor and complain about it, the fools!


Maysara was very pleased. He told me what he’d observed and I congratulated myself on taking Mohammed into my employment.


I lived with my children and maidservants in a huge white house. I’d been married twice; the first time to Abi Hala al-Tamimi, who’d given me two children, Hind and Hala, before dying; my second husband was Atiq, son of Abed al-Makhzumi, who gave me a daughter. He also fell ill and died, leaving me all alone in a large house at the head of a substantial fortune.


Like all the houses of wealthy Qurayshites, my house had numerous adjoining rooms around a large patio, where red and blue flowers bloomed and slender palms thrust skywards, their leaves cutting across the sun.


The main room, where I usually entertained my guests, gave onto the courtyard. Wide hangings were suspended from a canopy on very hot days.


I asked Mohammed and his uncle to visit me when they came back from Sham. I’d invited my cousin Waraqa, a Christian from Mecca. He was very fond of Mohammed; they often met in the markets, on the pilgrimages, and together they’d listen to the fabulous tales told by the Nazarene and Jewish storytellers.


And it was under that very canopy that I questioned the strong young Meccan who had no parents, but who seemed beyond the reach of men, as well as women; which in my eyes was an advantage; I couldn’t have tolerated one of those womanisers who take great pride in their numerous wives or captives.


Mohammed seemed to be unaffected by time and by people—they glided past in the distance like the ships from Yemen. And yet, may God forgive me, I was beautiful enough to tempt a saint.


“Take a seat, Mohammed. I want to see the face of the man who serves my interests so well. And you also, venerable old man, sit down beside your nephew. I’ll have them serve you something to eat and drink.”


I’d invited Abu Talib to ensure that Mecca wouldn’t spread damaging rumours about me.


Waraqa asked:


“Would you like a little khamr?”


Mohammed refused. Alcohol didn’t agree with him. He didn’t like feeling dizzy and uncoordinated.


I stood up and said:


“Bring us some milk and honey!”


I saw the Messenger’s face open up like a flower at daybreak. I was pleased with my first victory; I was sure there would be others.


A young servant girl brought a copper dish which she placed on the small table.


“Abu Talib, you’ll have a little khamr, won’t you?”


The man, who was as intimidated as his nephew, jutted out his chin to accept Waraqa’s offer. His beard was already full of white hairs. He wore it short, as was the custom then if you weren’t a soothsayer or a poet dazed by the sun and the litres of arak you’d gulped down to invite inspiration to the table.


Often the end result was nothing more than a few insipid verses about the beauty of one woman, the passion of another, and the nobility of a mount, along with other empty phrases like the wind blowing and the night falling. Occasionally, although this was as rare as rain in Mecca, a poet would suddenly emerge from the desert sands and shake Heaven and Earth with his passionate lines.


When anyone asked my beloved what he thought of poets, he would dismiss the question with a wave of his hand, then add that they’d all burn in Hell, particularly Imru al-Qays, the most illustrious of poets, who, he said, had cast his poetry into Gehenna’s lake of fire. And if someone had the nerve to quote some other bard, who through his words and courage extolled the virtue of the Arabs, he would add, with a disparaging expression, that those men didn’t know what they were talking about, and he would ask them to explain a particularly obscure line. The odd thing was that he knew all those lines, all those poems and all those denigrated poets, however obscure, diabolical and heretical they might have been. He could recite from memory an ode that had been written well before Abrahah’s expedition, in other words before his birth in the Year of the Elephant.


Later on, those madmen entered into some kind of competition with him, claiming they were also prophets in order to hold him up to ridicule, which he found very hard to take. Some of them—Al-Nadr ibn al-Harith was one—went so far as to insult him by imitating sections of the Qur’an and mimicking his behaviour when inspiration descended and he had to be covered with a veil, or when, at night, he tossed and turned on his bed and woke up, his face and body bathed in sweat, his eyes still wild from seeing so many wonders and from conversing with Jibril.


Abu Talib didn’t refuse a second glass of arak; he accepted with good grace, although the word ‘grace’ didn’t immediately spring to mind when referring to that man. He was tall with stooped shoulders and strong, spindly limbs. He had a sparse black beard which never turned grey, even on the eve of his death. His swarthy, weather-beaten skin had been burned repeatedly by the sun and his stays in the desert. He led his herd of camels and goats himself during the long periods he was away from Mecca. He was frank by nature but not devoid of cunning. He’d taken care of Mohammed since he was a child and had also made free use of the few possessions that the orphan had been left by his grandfather, Abd al-Muttalib, on his death. However, he’d never shrugged off his moral responsibility towards him; later, he offered him full protection without any haggling.


During this time, Mohammed drank the milk and savoured the honey, all the while gazing at the sky for fear of offending my modesty, or simply because he was intimidated by someone who seemed almost as tall as him.


“Have I displeased you, Mohammed, that you won’t look at me?”


“No, quite the opposite.”


How could he tell her? Could he even imagine telling her?


So he told me about his trip and the things he’d seen on the way. He described the continuous rocking motion of the camel, which was liable to land the rider on his head if he didn’t take care. And this made me laugh as his huge dark eyes held mine.


He told me about the markets in Damascus, where silks were traded for countless multi-coloured spices. These had unlikely names which he took delight in pronouncing to beguile my ears, over which wisps of black hair fluttered like peacock feathers in the breeze.


Perfectly aware that he had a way with words—he’d always known that—he used this skill to please his listeners; may God forgive me, our beloved possessed formidable charm and he knew how to ensnare his listener and hold them captive forever.


He had a voice. A voice like no one in the world had ever heard. A voice of infinite range and tenderness. A voice you wouldn’t forget until your dying day. That voice strove to fill my heart.














A SNAKE WAS BASKING inside the sacred enclosure of the Ka’aba and this so frightened the Qurayshites that they didn’t dare disturb its afternoon nap. The creature loved to warm its scales against the baking stone.


One day—completely unexpectedly—a bird of prey swooped down from the sky when the sun was at its zenith and carried off the reptile. The Qurayshites saw this as a sign and grew bold enough to begin making piles of bricks. They took away one adobe, then two, and they put them back just as quickly. They still feared some protective jinn or guardian spirit.


But an imposing man in his prime—he was almost fifty—walked over to the wall, holding a shovel, and said before he began:


“Lord, do not misunderstand us. We wish you no harm.”


That man was al-Walid ibn al-Mughira; he was one of the wealthiest men in Mecca from the Makhzum clan. His son, Khalid ibn al-Walid, was already renowned for his fiery nature and courage. He’d probably inherited them from his father.


“If any harm comes to him, we’ll give up our plans and rebuild what has been destroyed. If he remains unharmed, then God is permitting us to continue this work.”





Mohammed was lugging large stones with his uncle Abbas. He’d fallen asleep feeling slightly concerned about al-Walid, but a dream had dissipated his anxiety. He saw the great bird return and deposit the snake on his chest. The snake plunged into his chest. He didn’t feel any pain. He was calm when dreams came to him. A gentle warmth spread from his heart towards each of his limbs. His head tilted backwards and his body began to rise into the air. The snake emerged again, leaving behind a palm flower which began to grow in his open chest. When it reached maturity and the fruits of the palm tree started to appear in the light, Mohammed woke up.


He told me his dream; I thought it was beautiful and augured well, I told him so. He kissed me. First on my cheek, then pressing his lips against mine. I opened my mouth and he toyed with my tongue. He fondled my breast the way I’d shown him; he hadn’t known a woman before me, so he hadn’t known what to do. I’d had to tame his youthful ardour and encourage him to make my body ready before we came together. He ran his fingers lightly over my breast, then kissed it; his hand traced the line of my belly, my thighs, as I opened up to him, both of us eager for the promised joy. We’d been married for ten years and not a morning or night would go by without him taking me in his arms with all his familiar modesty. Sometimes it made me laugh and I’d tease him:


“Abu al-Qasim, stop blushing! I’m no longer unexplored territory for you!”


“I don’t remember taking this road before, Khadija.”


And he would start laughing.





That morning a new life began for him and he knew it. He kissed me one last time, washed, dressed and went out to build the Ka’aba.


He joined his uncle Abbas and began carrying the stones under Mecca’s scorching sun. It was unbearably hot so they removed their shirts. They only put them back on when they met other Qurayshites. At a certain point in the day, Mohammed collapsed in front of his uncle. The latter rushed over to him. He was stretched out on his back, gazing at the sky.


“Are you well?”


He was looking at the sky without saying a word. His eyes stared unblinkingly and Abbas shaded him for fear he’d go blind. Mohammed waved him away and stood up. However, this time he slipped his shirt back on and didn’t take it off again. Abbas also had to wear his if he wanted to continue working alongside Mohammed.


“Why did you put your shirt back on, Mohammed?”


“I saw the eye of God. I hid my nudity as Adam and Eve did before me.”


“And did Abbas see anything?”


Abbas hadn’t seen anything. He hadn’t known how to see anything. Which is true for most men, they don’t know how to see. They hear nothing. And say nothing either.








Surely the vilest of animals, in Allah’s sight, are the deaf, the dumb,


Who do not understand.


And if Allah had known any good in them


He would have made them hear,


And if He makes them hear


They would turn back


While they withdraw.











And so, my beloved told me, the two men continued to labour like this under the watchful eye of God, here, in Mecca, beneath a swiftly darkening sky. Red flames, quelled by the wind, painted frenzied veils over the vault of Heaven and were borne along by horsemen through the rain and the thunderstorm.





Once the Ka’aba had been built, they had to replace the Black Stone in one of the corners of the building. The clans couldn’t come to an agreement about who should have the privilege of carrying it and setting it in place. They had nearly come to blows when Mohammed came in.


“Mohammed is an honest man. Let him decide between us. He’s descended from the Guardian of the Holy Places. We will let him decide which of us shall carry the Black Stone.”


“Bring me a djellaba.”


They did as he asked. He spread the garment on the ground and placed the Black Stone in the middle.


“Let each group take one corner of the robe. Let us lift it together so that it doesn’t slide off.”


They carried it to the place reserved for the stone inside the building. Then Abu al-Qasim himself picked up the Black Stone and placed it in its niche. With his own hands, he rebuilt the wall above the stone.


Mohammed had just turned thirty-five.














ABU AL-QASIM WAS APPROACHING FORTY. At that time he loved to take refuge in Hira for long periods. He would stay there for days on end without seeing a soul. He would retreat into a cave where he’d meditate, alone, lost in silence. Sometimes he would take a parchment with him and read it over and over.


At other times he would climb Mount Arafat in company with Waraqa. The two men would stand at midday on the arid hilltop plateau which stretched out between Heaven and Earth, intensifying the dizziness caused by the steep climb and the heat of the sun. Then they would pray till nightfall; and Mohammed had created his own words to reveal himself in full light; those words, endlessly rehearsed, carried him into the Heavens, his body and soul dissolving like a tincture.


How can I describe my cousin Waraqa? He was Abd al-Muttalib’s friend when the old man was alive; so he had known Mohammed from his early childhood; he loved him like a son. Mohammed had the strange ability to be adopted by good men and women. A tall, thin man, Waraqa was a priest in Mecca’s Nazarene community. The Nazarenes believed that Jesus, the son of Maryam, was the Messiah foretold by the Torah; his death on the cross was merely a temporary disappearance engineered by God; and the Messiah would return at the end of time to affirm the glory of God.


Unlike the Nazarenes in Sham, the Nazarenes in Mecca practised circumcision, fasted and forbade the consumption of pork, like the People of the Book; Most importantly, as I’d learned from Waraqa in my youth, the Nazarenes refused to convert men who were not of the line of Abraham; Mohammed, through Ishmael, along with all the Arabs, was descended from the first Prophet of God.


As for the Nazarenes in Sham, whose king was Heraclius, Waraqa believed they were mistaken; they associated the son of Mary with God and the Holy Ghost and had stopped practising the Judaic rituals founded by Abraham, then by Moses and his brother Aaron. Waraqa believed that Jesus was a great prophet, a remarkable man foretold by the Torah, but that he wasn’t divine by nature, as rumoured by those heretical Nazarenes: Mohammed was also convinced of this. The Nazarenes from Damascus and Byzantium had falsified the message of God.


I shall say it again, my beloved knew how to write. And Waraqa even taught him to read Hebrew. How else could he have traded with merchants from all over the world? How else could he have learned about the beliefs of the Nazarenes and the People of the Book? Mohammed was so intelligent and inquisitive that he could never have borne knowing less than other men.


So he would read on his travels, in the caravan camps on the outskirts of strange cities. When he came back to Mecca, after several days of rest in the bosom of his family, he would set off again, on his own this time, for a different kind of journey. He would climb the hill after walking for a long time through the night and find a secluded spot far from prying eyes and sheltered from the fierce heat of the sun. Then he’d meditate after reading the parchments that he’d bought on his trips to the other end of the world.


At first I didn’t understand why a man who had acquired wealth and honours would cast aside all those attributes to return to the dark hill of Hira and hide himself away in silence.


Waraqa reassured me, and explained the reason for his disappearances into the chilly solitude of the night.


“Mohammed is seeking his path, Khadija. You mustn’t lead him astray.”


Then he added:


“In truth, given his short, sorrowful life and his abandonment on Earth, from a certain age man begins wondering constantly about his station in life. Mohammed was very young when he started wondering about our fate as creatures destined to be scattered. We’re grains of sand swept away by storms.”


We were nothing, and nothing and no one could save us from total oblivion. Our final resting place would be silence, and Mohammed wasn’t trying to hide from it. He wanted to know why God had forsaken the Arabs, who had no Holy Book, when other nations on Earth slept cradled in his arms.


“So he began questioning me, his eyes open wide in the darkness when everyone in Mecca was asleep. But our God, Khadija, still didn’t suit him. He wanted an Arab god for the Arabs.”




















Have we not expanded for you your breast,


And taken off from you your burden,


Which pressed heavily upon your back,


And exalted for you your esteem?


Surely with difficulty is ease.


With difficulty is surely ease.


























AFTER THE DEATH OF AL-QASIM, followed by our two other sons, Mohammed became lost in contemplation. He was sometimes away for days on end at the head of the caravans which he’d been neglecting. He and Abu Bakr would set off on the road to Sham, and when they came back I’d only see him for a few hours at the most. He’d kiss me and his daughters, ask about household matters then leave again, carrying a bag and a few clothes. He’d walk through the desert, particularly at night, and stop at dawn to watch the sunrise. When it grew too hot he would find a cave, and rest there until the end of the day. It was during these days, long gone, that he told me this story about his childhood.


When he was born, Mohammed had been given into the care of Halima. Every year the Bedouins came to Mecca to offer their women as wet nurses for the children of wealthy Quraysh citizens. According to custom, boys who grew up among the nomads became strong men, toughened by the harsh desert conditions.


In truth, Amina, my beloved’s mother, found it very difficult to find a woman who would look after a fatherless child. The tribes cared for children in the hope of receiving financial recompense later in life, or at least some kind of recognition which came only from the honour associated with the wealthiest families in Mecca in general and from the Quraysh in particular.


It is possible, too, that Mohammed’s grandfather, Abd al-Muttalib, might have played a crucial role in Halima’s decision to be Mohammed’s wet-nurse. The boy’s grandfather, Guardian of the Temple, was accustomed to sitting his grandson in the shade of the mosque and that was just as valuable as the prestige associated with wealth.


“So I was taken away by Halima. And I grew up in the desert as part of the Banu Layth ibn Bakr tribe.”


Mohammed continued:


“We were very young and we sometimes played a long way from the camp, climbing the walls of the ravine and tumbling down the scree and sand slopes.”


The sun’s rays beat down on the desert.


Three men approached the young boy—they were carrying a golden basin filled with ice, which fascinated him.


They were in the middle of the desert and the ice was miraculous. It was only later, on his travels to distant lands, that he gained proof that the snow from the peaks could be preserved.


“I believe you, beloved. You’ve travelled the Earth as far as Sham and much further.”


“Yes, Khadija, some mountains are so high that the cold, glistening ice is trapped there for centuries; men remove it to preserve certain foodstuffs and sometimes eat it as a delicacy, just as we eat the abundant dates which grow on our palm trees and which our ancestors have tended for centuries. I travelled widely in my youth. I accompanied my uncle’s caravans, and then yours, Khadija.


We were filthy, our faces smeared with dust. One of the men grabbed me and pulled me away. Frightened, the other boys ran back to the bottom of the ravine.”


“What about you? Weren’t you afraid?”


He’d been terribly afraid, for the last time in his life:


“As I was crying, one of my young companions became bolder and came back to tell my abductor to release me.


‘Let him go, let him go. He isn’t one of us. He’s the son of a Quraysh lord. He’s an orphan, don’t kill him. He won’t be worth anything to you. Take me instead. Kill me instead.’ But the men didn’t make any reply. And the children, who were as brave and mischievous as the sons of the Arabs are, ran away and scattered in the desert. They were probably going in search of the members of their tribe, the Layth ibn Bakr who took me in and one of whose daughters, Halima, nursed me.


The man who held me by the hand laid me on the ground. He used no violence, if I remember rightly. He split open my chest and stomach. I didn’t feel a thing. He gently took out my entrails. I saw them pulsing, warm and full of life, in his hands. He put the contents of my stomach cavity in the golden basin and began to wash them with the ice.


Then the second man came up and plunged his hand in my chest. He took out my heart. He opened it up and pulled out a black blood clot which he threw far away. Then he took a bright ring and pressed it right next to my heart which now beat in the eternal light of wisdom and prophecy. He then returned the organ to its rightful place in my chest.


The third man came over to me and waved his hand over my chest and stomach. In the name of God, I was immediately healed. He helped me up and told his companions to weigh me against ten of my people. They did so and I weighed more than ten people. They weighed me against one hundred people. The verdict was the same. They weighed me, a child, against one thousand people and I still weighed more. Then he said to his companions:


‘Leave him be. Even if you weighed him against his entire nation, he would still be heavier.’


Then they clasped me tightly to their breasts and said:


‘Oh beloved, fear not. If you knew the happiness in store for you, you would walk without fear.’


And then they departed.


When my wet nurse, alerted by my young comrades, came looking for me, she found me sitting alone on a dune. When she questioned me, I told her the story about the three men who had weighed my heart and soul on the universal scales.”


He fell silent, beset by great sadness, or, worse, uncertainty. The experience was of no comfort to him. It contained the seeds, for him, of his present madness. I put my arms around him and the words tumbled from his mouth.


“The truth, Khadija, if there is such a thing as truth, is that I was the only one who saw those men; the other children had been frightened, thinking I’d been bewitched by a jinn, which intended me all the harm that those wicked spirits brew in the cauldrons of Hell. But my mind was clear and my heart pure, and those men were holding my hand when Halima came to ask me about this miracle.


I showed her the desert then, thinking she saw what only I could see: three men like magi or kings, speaking to the child about things that he didn’t yet know.


People began talking about me in whispers, saying that I’d lost my reason, and Halima decided to take me to see a soothsayer.


‘Let the child speak!’


My adoptive parents fell silent, and I told my story to the man with the long black dirty beard who was gazing at me intently.


When I’d finished, the soothsayer put his arms round me and exclaimed:


‘Woe to the Arabs! Woe to the Arabs! Kill this boy! Kill him! If you allow him to grow up, he’ll make you recant your religion. He’ll stand against you, as well as against the religion of your ancestors. He’ll bring you a new religion.’


And he spat on the ground calling on God and his associates.”


When Mohammed asked for my opinion, I replied that this was how things had happened since there had been witnesses to confirm them. He leant towards me and touched my forehead lightly with his right hand.


“Khadija, God put you in my path. You’re a gift from Heaven.”


When he told me that, I wasn’t sure whether to take him seriously. So I laughed because he loved all expressions of joy. That’s why he loved children, because they are so full of laughter. And so, when he first laid eyes on Zaid ibn Haritha, he conceived a great love for him.




















Nay! I swear by this city.


And you shall be made free from obligation in this city—


And the begetter and whom he begot.


Certainly We have created man to be in distress.







Does he think that no one has power over him?


He shall say: I have wasted much wealth.


Does he think that no one sees him?







Have We not given him two eyes,


And a tongue and two lips,







And pointed out to him the two conspicuous ways?


But he would not attempt the uphill road,







And what will make you comprehend


What the uphill road is?







(It is) the setting free of a slave,


Or the giving of food in a day of hunger


To an orphan, having relationship,


Or to the poor man lying in the dust.
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