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His room seemed ready now. He’d got everything he needed: a small metal bed, a rack for his clothes, a wooden table and chair, a bookshelf, a gas cooker, a radio and second-hand tape recorder, and a large blue lamp that gave the room a particular glow and a hidden beauty that the soul felt before the eye saw it. He’d bought it all at an auction and it hadn’t cost him much. He still had most of the money he had brought with him from Dammam. It would be enough to see him through until he received his first instalment from college. He had turned the window sill into a small store, where he put tinned foods and fruit: tins of milk concentrate, yellow cheese, melon jam, tea, sugar, an orange or apple or banana, and the remains of a loaf, always wrapped in newspaper and usually thrown away after going stale before anyone had touched it, especially once Ahmad’s raids on his modest store had stopped. Moudhi had given him a small silver teapot, a saucepan for boiling water and several glasses, which he put on a wooden fruit box draped with a piece of blue cloth, not far from the door, beside the gas cooker. This was despite Moudhi’s protests; she didn’t think that there was any call for him to make tea for himself. She was always there, and he had only to give the order. But he persuaded her when he pointed out that she went to bed early and he needed tea late at night, which she grudgingly accepted. However, she continued to make tea for him without his asking and he didn’t object, since it pleased her. The fact was that he didn’t like the weak tea made in Riyadh, which was usually very sweet, with a colour more like leaf tea than proper tea.


His room was lovely, despite its simple furnishings – better than Ahmad’s and Abd al-Rahman’s which, though they were filled with splendid furniture, still lacked beauty. Moudhi cleaned and tidied his room every day herself. She sprinkled rosewater on his bed, and sometimes lemon balm, which made it wonderfully fragrant. She took no notice of Abd al-Rahman’s grumblings and protests as she left his room to be cleaned by Said. ‘You are a disgrace,’ she said to him, ‘and your room is a tip! Hisham’s room doesn’t need any effort to clean or tidy. As for your room … God Almighty, it needs a whole army of workers!’ Then she would laugh and go away, leaving Abd al-Rahman to snort and pick his nose, which he always did when he was angry but unable to find a retort. Hisham went out of his way to relieve Moudhi of her chores. He made his bed as soon as he got up and usually didn’t sleep in it except in the afternoon, for at night he slept on the roof with the others. There were just those stubborn patches of dust that defied all his attempts at cleaning.


The room became a refuge for his cousins, who came as their own needs dictated. Ahmad would raid it at midnight, devouring any food he could find and enjoying Hisham’s hot tea without bothering to bring replenishment. If Abd al-Rahman wanted to smoke, the room was his favourite place. Several times he had declared his intention to bring girls round, but Hisham was adamant on this point. Abd al-Rahman gave in, sorry that he had not realised the value of the room until Hisham moved in. As for Hamad, he would bring his supply of arak, no more than a bottle, or part of a bottle. Sometimes it would be in a plastic bag, forcing Hisham to pour it into a bottle so that it did not split and spill its revolting-smelling contents all over the room. Hamad would hide the arak and, when he felt like getting tipsy before going out, would make for the secret store in the room and have a glass or two. No one at home would be awake apart from Hisham, who was normally reading or studying. Hamad had tried to persuade Hisham to join him in a drink, but he flatly refused. Hamad always smiled and shook his head. ‘Idiot!’ he would say. ‘Just like your uncle’s children, you don’t know a good thing when you see one.’ Then he would gulp down the arak and chatter on, unheard by Hisham, who was immersed in the book in his hands. To begin with, Hisham was afraid that Moudhi might find the arak and he spoke frankly to Hamad about his fear. Hamad replied with a shout of laughter that almost made his eyes disappear up into his head. ‘Don’t you worry,’ he said, ‘Moudhi doesn’t know the difference between water and arak. And she has no idea what wine is, either! I used to leave it in my room. When she was good enough to clean it sometimes, she took no notice of what she found. You’re above suspicion in her eyes, so don’t worry about her or Said, he’s a stupid fellow.’ Then Hamad laughed loudly again and returned to his glass. When Hisham asked why he didn’t keep the arak in his own room, he said he was just being cautious, and that anyway he liked the company. Hisham couldn’t object. Hamad’s family owned the house, and he was their guest; he didn’t want to antagonise his cousins at any cost.


Hamad was almost right. When Moudhi found the bottle she did ask Hisham about the foul liquid inside. But he told her it was something to do with his studies, and she didn’t suspect anything and sighed. ‘If only my father had let me finish my education, I would be like you today. But praise be to God, I can at least read. I have my elementary certificate.’ Her eyes glistened behind her veil as she spoke. ‘My poor sister Munira,’ she went on sadly, ‘never went to school at all. May God forgive our father. Everything about him was fine, except that he was afraid of girls’ education. But never mind. What God has chosen is best.’ Then she took the used glasses and went off to clean them. After that, Moudhi looked after the bottle with great care, like a woman fussing over her child. Hisham would smile, feeling his stomach contract painfully when he saw what she was doing. As for Muhammad, Hisham never saw him except occasionally at lunchtime, or when they had breakfast together. As the oldest son, Muhammad was always preoccupied with his work, his wife and his two children in the other part of the house.
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Two days before the start of term, on Thursday to be precise, he had a surprise encounter that signalled the return of his stomach cramps. He was relaxing with Abd al-Rahman in his room after lunch, pretending to be buried in a magazine in an effort to escape Abd al-Rahman’s never-ending complaints about his father, his work and the dawn prayers, not to mention his brother Ahmad and his unbelievable stinginess. Hisham could tell when Abd al-Rahman was really annoyed – when the words started coming out of his nose. Right now he was snorting and pulling at his nose while he remembered Ahmad’s behaviour at the lunch table. Their father had finished and left as usual, when Ahmad cut up the remaining meat, chewed on it, then put it back on the plate. The oldest brother Muhammad had already left, immediately after his father. He only ate a little, knowing that his wife Anoud would be waiting for him with a special lunch for his own little family. Hamad was only half there – at lunch he was only ever half there, and often left the table without saying anything. He only ate properly after he’d had a siesta to make up for the sleep he had missed the night before.


So for all intents and purposes only Abd al-Rahman and Hisham were witness to this particular lunchtime incident. Hisham was stunned by Ahmad’s behaviour. Abd al-Rahman, however, did not take it lying down, but took a piece of the mangled meat and chewed it himself. Ahmad watched and fiddled with his nose. Then he grabbed the two remaining pieces of meat. At this Abd al-Rahman got up from the table snorting, ‘God curse you, Ahmad. Anything goes with you. You don’t respect God’s bounty or anyone else’s.’ Ahmad just laughed, then carried on eating, the drops of fat dripping from his fingers as he moulded more meat into a large lump of rice.


Abd al-Rahman was ranting and raving about this incident when Moudhi suddenly came into Hisham’s room. ‘There are two people at the door asking for you,’ she said. Hisham felt as if he had swallowed a lump of lead, and his thoughts lurched towards prison. Now his turn had come. They had to be from the authorities. He got slowly up from the bed, heart racing. In no time at all, his hair had become drenched with sweat. Yet despite this, he felt horribly cold. He was shivering – in August. In a state of extreme agitation he dragged himself down the stairs, unaware of Moudhi behind him.


The front door was ajar. He pushed it open, hands trembling and dripping with sweat. He almost fainted as he looked at the two people waiting there, fully expecting them to grab him by the collar as soon as they caught sight of him. But his eyes widened further when he recognised his two friends Abd al-Muhsin al-Taghiri, whom he knew as Muhaysin, and Muhammad al-Ghubayra. He felt as if every friend he had made last summer in Nejd stood there grinning on the doorstep. Without thinking he rushed towards them, embracing them roughly. ‘How happy I am to see you!’ he exclaimed, laughing and hugging them all over again. The other two were taken aback by Hisham’s unusual display of emotion. They had seen nothing like it when they had all been together in Qusaim.


Hisham invited them in and they went up to his room, where he introduced them to Abd al-Rahman. He was about to offer them refreshments, but Moudhi was too quick; in only a few moments Said brought tea and a small plate of salty biscuits of the kind usually only offered to unfamiliar guests, especially women. As soon as everyone had settled down on the floor, Muhaysin handed Hisham the small paper bag he was carrying.


‘I didn’t want to come empty-handed,’ he said, smiling. ‘I’ve brought you something that my mother gave me for my life in exile.’ He laughed. ‘She thinks that living in Riyadh is the worst exile of all.’


Hisham smiled back, taking the bag and opening it immediately to reveal four pastries. He took two of them out of the bag, put them on the tea tray, then carefully wrapped the other two and put them in his little store by the window. He promised himself to move them later, fearing one of Ahmad’s midnight raids. Then he went back to his seat. ‘What a delicious surprise! … Oh. And the two of you,’ he said, jokingly. He smiled as he poured the tea and offered it to his guests, while Muhaysin said fervently, ‘These aren’t just any old pastries … They’re homemade by my mother. Everything in them is the real thing, cardamom, sugar, treacle, flour, fat – you name it.’ Hisham took the round pastry, cut off a piece for himself and bit into it. He washed it down with a quick sip of tea. Then he offered the rest of the pastry to Abd al-Rahman. The leftovers from the cake crumbled from his mouth.


‘You haven’t told me how you knew where I was living,’ he said, as soon as could speak again.


‘That’s easy,’ replied Muhammad. ‘You told us in Qusaim that you would be living with your uncle in Shumaisi. We asked around for him here, and a couple of people showed us to his house. That’s all there is to it.’


‘Anyway,’ said Muhaysin, laughing. ‘A Bedouin moves on and just asks, isn’t that so?’


They all laughed. ‘How long have you two been in Riyadh?’ asked Hisham.


‘Over a week,’ replied Muhammad, crunching on a dry biscuit.


‘A week!’ reproached Hisham. ‘A whole week, and you only inquire about me today, when term is about to start!’


‘We were busy,’ said Muhaysin. ‘First of all, we were looking for a suitable house to stay in, then we were furnishing it, and before that we had to present our papers to the university. We were almost turned down, as we were late for the submission deadline, but God arranged a go-between for us in the shape of some acquaintances of Muhammad’s father, who smoothed our path. We only began to sort things out yesterday, and today we’ve been out looking for you.’


A silence descended, broken only by the sound of slurping tea and crunching biscuits. Abd al-Rahman popped the last bit of pastry into his mouth; then Hisham broke the silence, saying, ‘You haven’t told me yet where you are staying.’


‘In a house not far from here,’ replied Muhammad.


‘A clean, spacious house,’ said Muhaysin, ‘with four rooms, a large hall and a big roof, even though it is a bit expensive. Four thousand riyals a year. The landlords of cheap houses refuse to rent to unmarried men. But never mind, there are four of us to share the rent.’


‘Four people?’ asked Hisham quietly.


‘Yes,’ replied Muhaysin. ‘As well as us, there are Dais al-Dais and Muhanna al-Tairi … I think you know them.’


Muhaysin and Muhammad exchanged furtive glances as they said Muhanna al-Tairi’s name, and Hisham, who had never got on with Muhanna, was annoyed to hear it mentioned, but he tried not to show it and busied himself pouring more tea while Muhammad said, ‘Why don’t you come with us so that we can show you the house? It isn’t far from the Umm Salim roundabout.’


Hisham cheered up at the mention of the roundabout, remembering Raqiyya and her moist, wild triangle. This had been his introduction to Riyadh’s forbidden pleasures. He and Abd al-Rahman had picked Raqiyya up at the Umm Salim roundabout before driving off for that unforgettable afternoon in the desert. He looked at his cousin, smiling. Abd al-Rahman grinned back before gulping down the rest of the tea. ‘Why not? Let’s go,’ he said, getting up, with the others following. Hisham took off his house tob and put on his outdoor tob, with his headdress and skullcap. He slipped his feet into his expensive Nejdi slippers then hurried outside, where everyone was already waiting. Abd al-Rahman invited the two young men to lunch the following day. They accepted, and asked him to come with them to their new house, but he excused himself on the grounds that he was busy while looking at Hisham out of the corner of his eye and smirking. The three old friends hurried off in the direction of New Shumaisi Street, exchanging fond memories of Qusaim and its picnics.
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Their house was in a narrow alley that branched off one of the streets leading from the Umm Salim roundabout. It was mudbrick, with a narrow iron gate bordered with rust that led directly to a short, narrow corridor. The most spacious room in the house stood on the left of the entrance. On the right was a small bathroom. The corridor ended in a door leading to a hall that took up most of the house. On the left of the hall were two smaller rooms. The hall ended in a door leading to a kitchen linked to another tiny room. On the other side, a stairway led to the roof. The kitchen held a small gas stove and an enormous earthenware jar covered by a wooden slab on which sat a large, shining aluminium water jug, a medium-sized pan and large cooking pot, a saucepan for boiling water, a teapot and some tea glasses and spoons thrown carelessly into a washing-up bowl. In the little room to the side lay bags of rice and sugar, a small bag of coarse salt, a box of tea, some tins of tomato paste, a bag of onions, a tin of vegetable oil and a few cockroaches looking for food, which disappeared as soon as they entered various crevices in the walls. As for the roof terrace, it was quite spacious. It overlooked the alley and the rest of the neighbours’ roofs, where one could usually see a woman or girl hanging out washing or making beds, her face covered by a fine veil that revealed more than it hid.


Muhaysin showed Hisham around, then took him back to the room where Muhammad was sitting, having made tea. This was the nicest and most spacious room, with a white fan hanging from the ceiling and a large window overlooking the alley. A red carpet completely covered the floor; it had a metal bed like Hisham’s and a desk with a dark wooden chair. None of the other rooms had fans or windows. In fact, the room beside the kitchen was unbearably hot, damp, dirty and dark. As they sipped their bittersweet tea, Muhaysin explained that he had kept this room for himself in exchange for paying a larger share of the rent than Muhammad or Dais, while Muhanna had chosen the small room in exchange for paying less.


Under the dreamy breeze from the fan, revolving lazily and noisily, Hisham suddenly said, ‘It’s a strange thing, that water jar … Why didn’t you buy a fridge? Wouldn’t that be better than a jar?’ Muhammad and Muhaysin hurriedly exchanged glances before the latter replied, ‘You’re right. That was our original plan, but Muhanna persuaded us there was no need, so long as we bought what we needed on a day-to-day basis.’


‘The person responsible for the household that day,’ interrupted Muhammad, ‘buys a quarter-of-a-kilo of lamb for a riyal and a half, or half a kilo of camel meat for the same price, and some tomatoes, then prepares the kabsa stew. Actually, we usually make it without tomatoes, just with tomato paste. So there’s really no need for a fridge; there’s nothing to put in it.’


‘What about breakfast and supper?’ asked Hisham.


‘Everyone looks after himself; that’s what we agreed, except on special occasions,’ replied Muhaysin.


‘But wouldn’t it be easier to buy what you need once a week and keep it in a fridge, as well as cold water?’ asked Hisham, offhandedly.


Muhaysin said, pointedly, ‘We talked it over when we rented the house, but Muhanna said that it would cause us difficulties we could do without.’


‘Like what?’ probed Hisham.


‘If we split up, for instance, who would get the fridge? What would we do if none of us wanted it? Problems like that …’ said Muhaysin, before hastily adding, ‘Besides, water from the jar is as cold as water from any fridge.’ He sprang up and left the room, then came back carrying a bowl full of water. He thrust it towards Hisham, saying, ‘Here you are; taste it and judge for yourself.’ Without enthusiasm, Hisham took the bowl, took a quick sip of water, and handed it back.


‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘It’s very cold. I had no idea earthenware jars were so good at keeping water cool.’


Muhaysin smiled and sat down again. He poured himself a glass of black, stewed tea and gulped it down with relish. Hisham was humouring his friend; the water wasn’t cold at all. As for Muhammad, he had been silent the whole time, with the trace of a smile on his lips. Hisham couldn’t stop himself wondering about the hold Muhanna seemed to have over them. ‘What’s up between Muhanna and yourselves?’ he asked eventually. ‘Do you do everything he says?’ Again Muhaysin and Muhammad exchanged glances.


‘The fact is he’s a lot older than us,’ said Muhammad, as if to apologise. ‘He got his school-leaving certificate from night classes, because he worked during the day. He resigned from his job to enrol in medical school, so our families have a lot of faith in him. They were very pleased when they found out that we would be living together in one house. That’s why we’ve left control of the household affairs to him.’


Hisham nodded to show that he understood, even though deep down he had misgivings. He sipped his cold black tea quietly, without enjoying it much. They all fell silent, as the gentle moaning of the fan induced a feeling of lethargy. After asking his friends if they minded, he slumped back against the wall and stretched out his legs, and his two friends followed suit. He soon dozed off, but was woken by the sound of the front door being opened. He straightened as Dais, with his thin body and tall frame, came into the room with a book under his arm. Hisham stood up. They shook hands and embraced, exchanging kisses and the traditional greetings, then sat down as Dais tried to shake the last drops of tea from the pot.


‘I’ve just come from the Ibn Qasim auction beside the big mosque,’ he said, with obvious enthusiasm. ‘What a place!’ Draining the dregs from his glass he added, ‘You can find things there you’d never imagine. Even banned books – books that have been burned – you can find them there dirt cheap!’ He fiddled with the teapot again. ‘Can you believe it? I found this book there and bought it for just one riyal. If the bookseller had asked for two I’d have given it to him.’ He chucked the book down in the middle of the floor for them to see. Muhammad picked it up and read out the title in a loud voice. ‘The Philosophy of the Revolution, by Gamal Abdel-Nasser.’ Then Hisham took it and began to flip through its pages. He had already made up his mind to go to the auction again. He had been there before when he was buying stuff for his room and found a lot of books he hadn’t expected to see such as the Baathist Aflaq’s On the Path to Revival; Munif Razzaz’s Features of the New Arab Life; an extremely ragged copy of the first part of Marx’s Das Kapital; two stories by Maxim Gorky and Fyodor Dostoevsky; as well as a complete set of the Pillars of Freedom series by Qadri Qalaji.


‘Muhanna will be so pleased to get a book like this,’ said Dais happily, looking at Muhammad and Muhaysin, who glanced at Hisham. This Muhanna, who appeared as a shadowy presence behind everything they said and did ... Hisham was beginning to get annoyed at hearing his name repeated at every turn. He got up and excused himself. ‘I have some things I must do before term begins,’ he said, and making for the door he said goodbye. Their farewells trailed after him. But before the alley could swallow him up, Muhaysin leaned out of the window and shouted after him.


Hisham turned back. ‘Is everything all right?’


‘Yes,’ said Muhaysin. ‘But some friends will be spending the evening with us tonight. Why don’t you come? It’ll be a reunion for the Qusaim holiday!’


‘Okay. I’ll come – God willing,’ said Hisham. He began to walk back towards the Umm Salim roundabout. Before reaching the end of the alley, however, he turned back towards the students’ house and saw Muhaysin still leaning his elbows on the windowsill, and a girl standing outside the door of the house opposite. She had covered her face with a thin veil, and was putting the rubbish out in a way that seemed slightly too casual. He gave it no further thought, however, and carried on walking. The muezzin was about to call people to the sunset prayers.
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When he returned to the house that evening, he found everyone gathered in the hall around the teapot. As well as the regular members of the household, there were three newcomers. He already knew Salim al-Sinnur and Salih al-Tarthut, whom he had met before in Qusaim, and he was introduced to the third man but instantly forgot his name. Muhanna al-Tairi sat in the middle and everyone hovered around him. He was talking about the latest Rogers peace initiative, and the reasons that had induced Nasser to accept it. Muhanna was not enthusiastic about Hisham’s presence. He had looked at him with suspicion when he came in and only got up sluggishly to greet him. The smile on his face was obviously forced as he said, ‘Greetings to the newcomer! Greetings to the shepherd of Marx!’ Hisham gave an equally forced smile. They exchanged cold kisses, then Hisham said, ‘How nice to see you, brother Muhanna!’


‘May you have good health, brother Hisham … Or should I say “comrade”?’ Muhanna sniggered. He reminded Hisham of a cornered rat, the way his gaze shifted round everyone. Then he went back to where he had been sitting, while Hisham chose a place in the circle between Muhaysin and Muhammad. Before Muhanna started talking again he studied Hisham, frowning.


‘By the way, brother Hisham,’ he asked, ‘are you still a communist?’ While speaking his eyes once more shifted around the gathering, then he turned back to Hisham who answered coolly, trying to hide his anger.


‘Who told you I was a communist? I’m a socialist. Isn’t Gamal Abdel-Nasser one too?’


‘Yes,’ answered Muhanna. ‘But he’s not an atheist like you. I mean, like the communists.’


‘Who told you I’m an atheist? Or is that an accusation?’ retorted Hisham angrily. Muhanna was silent for a moment, then started talking about the Rogers initiative again, and how wise Nasser had been to accept it just at this precise moment, now that the war of attrition had achieved its objectives. Hisham listened silently, his thoughts returning to the time of the organisation.* He was furious, not hearing a word of what was being said around him, until Muhaysin dragged him out of his gloom. ‘Are you really a communist?’ he asked in a whisper.


‘You asked me before, and I gave you an answer.’


‘It was a vague answer. I want a precise answer, yes or no.’


‘There is no definite “yes” or “no” here. Yes, Marxism attracts me. But no, I am not a communist.’


‘What’s the difference? The one implies the other.’


‘Not exactly. It’s a long story. We’ll discuss it later.’ At this point, Muhammad, who had been listening to their whispering, interrupted.


‘Do you really not love Nasser?’ he asked, also in a whisper. Before Hisham could reply, Muhammad added, ‘I can’t imagine that there is anyone who doesn’t love Nasser ... except for traitors and agents. And sorry, I don’t think you’re one of them.’


‘It’s not a question of love or hate, but a matter of principle. I don’t hate Nasser personally. On the contrary, I love and admire him totally. But he doesn’t satisfy me intellectually, that’s all there is to it.’


Hisham was whispering without paying attention to the blazing looks Muhanna was directing at him. He soon felt their heat, however, when, in a voice clearly betraying intense anger, Muhanna challenged, ‘What’s all this whispering, friends? If you don’t want to talk to us, why don’t you go elsewhere?’


Muhammad and Muhaysin were silenced by Muhanna’s outburst. They lowered their heads and stared at the ground. But Hisham was unable to bear the insult. He couldn’t curb his headstrong nature. With wide eyes and reddening cheeks he said in a voice quivering with rage, ‘Brother Muhanna. You are simply talking to yourself. You’re giving a lecture, and I, for one, am not obliged to listen.’ He got up, making as if to leave, but Muhaysin grabbed him by the hem of his tob.


‘Hisham, stay,’ he begged. ‘It’s too early to leave.’ Then he looked at Muhanna. ‘He’s our guest, Muhanna,’ he said weakly. ‘At the very least, he’s my guest.’


‘Yes, yes, he’s a guest, Muhanna,’ repeated Muhammad and Dais. Muhanna sighed stagily, glaring at Hisham, who smiled evilly and sat back down. Now Muhanna could not remember where he had left off, and started to flounder and stop before reaching the ends of his sentences. He got up suddenly and made for his room, adding in a tone he made as sarcastic as possible, ‘Reading is better than all this time-wasting. I’m going to reread the 30 March Declaration, the best political document of the age.’ He gave Hisham a filthy sideways glance.


As soon as Muhanna had shut his bedroom door, Salih al-Tarthuth shouted, ‘Cards! Cards! Who will play?’ Then the company became heated and began to shout. Muhammad got up to get the playing cards from his room, while Dais went into the kitchen to make tea.


.


________________


*   While at school, Hisham joined an ill-fated illegal political organisation. See Adama.
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Term began. On Saturday, Hisham went to College, which was packed with students, unlike the day he had first visited it. He was tense and fearful as he embarked on this new phase of his life. Doubtless everything would be totally different to what he had been used to at school. Here ‘doctors’, not teachers, gave the instruction. The mere mention of the word ‘doctor’ was enough to conjure fear and awe, so how would it be when they were seeing them and dealing with them every day? Here there were ‘lectures’, not ‘classes’, and only oneself to rely on instead of everything being completely mapped out as it had been at secondary school.


When he entered the big hall there was a large crowd at the announcements board, which listed the names of the students, their level of study, their lecture rooms and the names of the doctors who were lecturing. He joined the crowd and, once he’d found his name on the board, wrote down all the vital information.


The first lecture was on economics, a subject he had studied a lot in order to crack the riddles of Das Kapital – a book he still couldn’t touch without a slight feeling of awe and a strange tremor passing through his whole being.


In came Doctor Mahmud Behnis Jaljali, Professor of Economics. Unlike the other doctors he did not wear the traditional head cord, and he would even take off his headdress, throwing it down on the table in front of him until he had finished his lecture, when he would sling it over his shoulder and leave. Doctor Mahmud was a typical Meccan, from a traditional quarter of the town. He was witty and well-versed in his subject, but he was also demanding. He asked them to buy an enormous book – The Principles of Economics by Paul Samuelson – then told them that this book would be no more than a work of reference; the meat of the subject would lie in what he had to say during lectures. Some of the students disliked Doctor Mahmud for his strictness and pedantry, so in order to explain away the humour and courage he displayed in tackling political subjects normally reckoned off-limits, they accused him of drinking before he came to lectures, and some of them swore blind they’d smelled whisky on his breath while he was speaking.


The second lecture was on ‘General Administration’ by Laith Abd al-Wadud. He made a bad impression from the start. Gloomy and morose, he looked as though he carried the burdens of the world on his shoulders; when he did occasionally smile, he looked as though his jaw cracked in the process. Their dislike of him was increased by the fact that he didn’t require one set book but a whole collection, most of which were not to be found in the bookshops of Riyadh or the college library. When they told him this, he gave one of his rare smiles and said, ‘Not my problem. I give you the references, it’s up to you to get hold of the books.’ Despite the fact that he tried to be more human later, they maintained a deep dislike for him.


The third lecture, ‘Political Principles’, was given by Doctor Muharib al-Khayzurani. He stood out immediately because he was very tall and extremely heavily built, with a tiny, delicate voice. The words twittered from his mouth with a speed and harmony that was utterly captivating. On top of all this, to relieve the atmosphere from time to time he would smile and crack jokes in a broad Gulf accent. What made them like him even more was that he didn’t give them any references, but said that if they came to his lectures and listened attentively that would be enough. His lectures, despite their richness, were more like stories and folktales – which made politics the most popular subject among the students.


The last lecture that day was on the subject of general international law, and was given by Doctor Ahmad al-Mukannaz. He came into the room with a glass of tea in his hand, which he put down on the table in front of him. He then began to sip it noisily, speaking slowly and chewing over his words in a way that made sleep tickle their eyelids. He asked them to get a copy of Ali Sadiq Abu Hayf’s book, General International Law, then told them it was unavailable in the commercial bookshops and that they would need to ask someone to bring it from abroad. Doctor Ahmad was uncouth in his appearance and in his behaviour. His habit of always bringing tea into the lecture room was roundly condemned. They had had to get used to a long list of ‘don’ts’ in the lecture room, including eating and drinking. When some students concluded that behaving like this must be a natural thing to do in the university, and brought glasses of tea with them into one of Doctor Ahmad’s lectures, he reprimanded them severely and turned them out of the room while he himself went back to noisily slurping his tea. He and Doctor Laith were the butt of the students’ jokes, sarcasm and vehement dislike.


The day’s lectures were over. Some of the tension and fear that had dogged Hisham all morning disappeared. It was still early, only a little after twelve o’clock, and he didn’t want to go back to his room yet. The college caretakers were rolling out decorated carpets in readiness for the noon prayers, and some students were already sitting on them while others were heading for the canteen at the back of the building, from where you could see the walls of the Agricultural College. Hisham made for the canteen and ordered an egg sandwich and cola from Amm Wardan, who was in charge, choosing an out-of-the-way seat at one of the wooden tables spread around. He looked around as he ate and drank, filling his lungs with air that was heavy with the smell of cow dung – a smell that is quite acceptable, even pleasant, once you are used to it. Amm Wardan was extremely thin and tall, and quite dark. His eyes were always red, tinged with a hint of yellow, and he had very fine features with prominent veins on his forehead and hands. He always wore a white, flowing tob and a striped skullcap, which could not hide the bald head that shone through the holes in its design. Despite his attempts to look stern, it became clear that he was extremely kind, and that this stern expression was just a first line of defence against the students’ horseplay.


Hisham munched quietly and took it all in. His old sense of wonder returned. Why all this architectural extravagance, as if the university were a towering palace? Again he looked around: just a handful of students and Amm Wardan, leaning on the edge of the serving window enjoying a cigarette after getting the students’ orders. Hisham went up to him and ordered a glass of tea. As he made it Hisham asked – trying to seem casual – ‘It’s strange, this place. More like a palace than a college.’ Amm Wardan laughed as he stirred the sugar in the glass, revealing a gappy mixture of black, yellow and white teeth. In one corner of his mouth glittered a gold tooth. Handing the tea to Hisham, he spoke in a rapid Sudanese dialect: ‘It was a palace, man ... It was a palace belonging to one of the elite.’ He took the quarter riyal for the drink, then added with a meaningful smile, ‘But he moved to a new residence, and leased his palace to the university. That’s the story.’ He moved away as he spoke, ready to greet a customer. Hisham returned to his seat and drank his treacly tea. He didn’t finish but got up, resolving to stop by his friends’ house for a short time before going home.
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The lectures continued over the following days, and Hisham’s fear of university finally disappeared as he got to know the rest of the lecturers. They were a collection of peculiar and contradictory types. There was Doctor Najar al-Shatartun, an inexcusably ill-tempered man who behaved as if he were perpetually at war with the rest of the human race. He demanded that they read a lot of references in addition to what he said in lectures, in spite of the fact that his academic shallowness was obvious from the start. Although they did everything they were told, they could never get good marks from this professor until one of the students discovered his secret: he used a book not mentioned in his list of references, and had borrowed all the copies to be found in the college and university libraries. The students managed to get hold of copies of this book, which they passed among themselves with smiles on their faces; Doctor Najar turned into a walking question and exclamation mark all in one, which increased his extraordinarily bad temper.


There was Doctor Talba Abd al-Mutajalli, Professor of Business Management, who fiddled with his nose the whole time. A fine spray flew from his mouth as he spoke, which encouraged everyone to avoid the front row of the lecture hall. Doctor Hasan Luzanji, Professor of Economic Resources, was so relaxed with the students that he even cracked some risqué jokes during his lectures and had no embarrassment about mentioning matters that are not usually brought up in public. There was Doctor Muhammad al-Hizbar, Professor of Accounting, who caused them considerable anguish despite his strength of personality and depth of knowledge, for he squinted so badly that if he asked one of the students a question, that student wouldn’t reply, thinking that the professor meant the person next to him. The professor would then explode with anger and castigate him in a broad Upper Egyptian accent, then hastily apologise with exaggerated politeness, pointing with his finger at the pupil he actually meant. Doctor Muhammad was one of the professors dearest to their hearts. He was extremely learned, with a strong personality and fluent style, and on top of all that he was pleasant company. He was the exact opposite of Doctor Najar al-Shatartun.


Then there was Doctor Said al-Ghadban, Professor of Islamic Culture. He spent most of the time talking about himself before starting his lecture, so that the bell would ring almost before the lecture had got underway. The main concern of Doctor Sutuhi al-Mifakk, Professor of General Finance, was to get to know the students from rich families so that he could cadge a lift home with them at the end of the teaching day. There was also Doctor Mutawalli Shahtuti, Professor of Financial Mathematics, who was constantly talking about his failure to take the opportunity of settling in America when he had been a student on a scholarship there. But he was one of the best-loved professors by the students … because he was so often absent.


The fear and tension finally disappeared. Hisham soon saw that it was simply a matter of a change of names; at heart it was just the same as school. The teacher had turned into a doctor, the school into a college, the class into a lecture and the classroom into a lecture theatre. As the lectures went on, he became frustrated as he worked out that the knowledge he was seeking wasn’t to be found here. He wanted to study capitalism, socialism, Marxism and the political and economic systems he had fallen in love with since reading Studies in Systems and Regimes by Louis Awad and Major Economic Systems by Rashid al-Barawi. Here, though, they taught subjects that he not only did not like but actually felt an aversion to, because they bore no relation to what was going on in his mind: Accounting, Business Management, General Administration, Insurance, Mathematics, Statistics, Law. Even the economics they taught in college had no connection with political economy, the basics of which he already knew but into which wanted to delve deeper. They learned the law of scarcity, advantage and diminishing returns and the complexities of supply and demand, without any mention of capitalism, socialism or their historical laws. As time went on, he felt that they were teaching him capitalism and its laws on the basis that this was economics. He realised that Marx had been right when he talked about warped consciousness, and about the ruling class imposing this consciousness as the true consciousness. Despite the fact that he found something in politics to quench his thirst, it wasn’t enough.
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