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Author’s Note


The real name of the district commissioner of the oasis  of Siwa during the last years of the nineteenth century was Mahmoud Azmi, and it is to him that is ascribed an act that has left a permanent mark on the oasis, as the reader will discover at the appropriate place in the novel.


That act aside, no published historical information exists concerning the commissioner or his life story.
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Mahmoud


He told me, ‘Your wife is a brave woman,’ as though I don’t know my own wife! Isn’t she willingly going into danger with me? All the same, it may be that I don’t truly know Catherine. Not now! The important thing is it was no coincidence. Every word he utters is spoken for a reason, though Catherine isn’t the problem at this moment. And anyway, I’ll never solve any problem wandering the gloomy corridors of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, especially following that oppressive meeting with Mr Harvey.


There was nothing new in what he said, apart from the veiled hints, some of which I understood and the rest of which puzzled me. 


I knew before I saw him that matters were settled. Brigadier General Saeed Bey had informed me that the ministry’s advisor had forwarded the recommendation to His Excellency the Minister of Internal Affairs and His Excellency had issued a transfer order, to be implemented immediately. I had only a few days left if I was to join the caravan that departed from Kerdasa, and the brigadier general advised me, as a friend, to abandon the idea of taking my wife: the journey to the oasis was not easy, and the posting itself very difficult, as I well knew, though, in the end, the decision was mine; despite which, it was his duty to warn me of the danger of the journey, which, under the best conditions and with a skilful guide, took at least two weeks. 


I’m confident that Saeed wasn’t trying to scare me and I believe he did everything in his power to have me excused the posting. Our friendship is of long standing, though it may have waned over the years and these days is hardly more than the relationship between any official and his subordinate. However that may be, the stories and secrets of a bygone age form a bond. We haven’t spoken of them for years, but each of us knows that the other still remembers. My other colleagues, of course, warned me, with suspect compassion, against the journey. Some were glad to have escaped the posting themselves and that it had fallen to me, and others had to make an effort to hide their delight at my discomfiture. They told me of the numerous caravans that had gone astray in the desert and been swallowed up by the sands, of small caravans that had lost the path and of a mighty Persian army on its way to take the oasis long ago that the desert had engulfed and buried beneath its sands for ever. They told me it was a lucky caravan which completed its journey before its supplies of water ran out and before the winds altered the features of the road, building dunes that had not existed before and burying the wells on which the caravans depended for watering the camels. Lucky too the caravan whose campsites were not attacked by wolves or hyenas and one or two of whose company were not stung by a scorpion or a snake. 


All this was said, and more, but I paid no attention. My fear of the caravan’s safe arrival at its destination is no less than my fear of its getting lost. I know very well I am going to the place where it is my destiny to be killed, and perhaps Catherine’s too. 


Was that one of the things Mr Harvey was hinting at in our meeting? 


I had entered his office determined to provoke him. What did I have to lose?


It was the first time I had been in the office of this advisor, who held all the strings of the ministry in his hands. I found his diplomatic manner of talking affected and I found him affected too, as he sat there, his short body behind a huge desk, a tarboosh, from beneath which fair hair peeped, unconvincingly perched on his head. He didn’t address himself to me but for most of the time directed his remarks towards an invisible point to his right, in the corner of the office. He repeated the things I had already heard from Brigadier General Saeed, but kept needling me on what he took to be my weak point: ‘You must be happy, Captain Mahmoud Abd el Zahir Effendi – I beg your pardon, I should say Major Mahmoud now, of course!’ he said, referring to my appointment as district commissioner for the oasis. He pretended to look through my service file, which was placed in front of him, and went on to say that under normal circumstances I would have had to wait long for this promotion.


I interrupted him with a smile, which I tried to make polite, to say, ‘Especially if one takes into consideration, Mr Advisor, how few in the ministry would welcome such a promotion for themselves!’


He made no comment and didn’t look at me. Instead, he turned the pages of the other file, on which ‘Siwa Oasis’ was written in large letters in English. He seemed to be enjoying what he was reading and muttered ‘Interesting, very interesting’ to himself every now and then. Finally, raising his face towards me with something like a smile on his lips, he said, ‘So you know, my dear Major Mahmoud, that you will deal only with the heads of the families, whom in the oasis they call the agwad?’


‘Naturally. Saeed Bey has given me all the necessary instructions.’


He went on, as though I hadn’t spoken, to tell me that I was to have no dealings with the cultivators whom . . . and here he returned to the file in search of them and I reminded him that they were called zaggala.


Taking another quick look at the file, he echoed, ‘Yes, yes. The zaggala. So long as they accept such a way of doing things, what business is it of ours? One is reminded somewhat of Sparta. Have you heard of Sparta, in ancient Greece, Mr Abd el Zahir?’


‘I have heard of it, Mr Harvey.’


A certain disappointment appeared on his face at the thought of my having heard of Sparta, but he was determined to continue his lecture. ‘Yes, indeed. Sparta. With a difference, of course! Sparta was a city dedicated to the production of warriors. They trained their children from infancy to become soldiers and they kept them apart from the residents of the city, which is how the whole of Sparta came to be an army living in a city, the strongest city in all Greece until Alexander appeared. And these, uh . . . these zaggala in the oasis are also conscripted, to work the land until they are forty years old. Forbidden to marry or to enter the city and pass through its walls after sunset.’ Speaking for himself, he thought this was a system for society and for labour that deserved consideration; he might even go so far as to say it deserved admiration. ‘Observe, Mr Zahir, our colonies in Africa and Asia where chaos reigns because labour there—’


I interrupted him once again with a laugh and said, ‘My dear Mr Harvey, we don’t have colonies in Africa, or Asia.’ 


I managed, however, to prevent myself from saying, ‘We’re the colonized!’


He frowned for a moment, abandoned his musings on the matter of the colonies, and returned to his perusal of the file. Then he raised his head and gave me a sudden, crafty smile as he said, ‘Naturally, the other aspects of this system of theirs that separates the men from the women in boyhood do not concern us. It is a matter of no interest to us. We have nothing to do with their primitive customs.’


I understood what he was trying to say but did not respond, so he started addressing the invisible thing to his right again. I would have heard, of course, from Saeed Bey, that they were divided there into two hostile clans.


My patience was close to exhausted. Yes, yes, and I knew that the battles between them were never ending.


He turned his face towards me once more and emphasized his words as he said, ‘Even this is no concern of ours. These battles are a part of their lives and they are free to do what they like with themselves, unless, of course, it should be possible, through specific alliances with one clan or another, to turn this into a means to assure our domination. It is a tried and true method, so long as the alliance with one party does not go on too long. The alliance has to be with one group this time and with their opponents the next. Do you understand?’


‘I am doing my best, Your Excellency. I am aware of the policy, but have no experience of its application.’


‘You will learn, my dear sir,’ he said, with, for the first time, a certain malice. ‘Do not forget that your first task will be to collect the taxes. A difficult task, as you are aware. A very difficult task. Your survival instinct will teach you this, and other policies, Major.’


He stopped suddenly and smiled again as he said, ‘There is, all the same, something comical about the whole business. These people built themselves a fortress in the desert and built a town inside the fortress to protect themselves from the raids of the Bedouin, and despite this, the blood that the Bedouin would have shed in the open they have taken upon themselves to spill behind their own walls.’ He found this quite remarkable. He found it extremely oriental!


The blood rose to my face and I burst out, ‘Battles like these, within one group of people, are to be found in both East and West, Mr Harvey. It’s different from invasion from the outside . . .’


He looked at my face for a while and then said, in an amused tone, ‘Major Mahmoud Effendi is still under the influence of ideas from the past. Though, of course, he no longer sympathizes with the mutineers?’


I was incapable of controlling myself and burst out once more, ‘I never sympathized with any mutineer. I was performing my duty and nothing more, and I have paid the price twice over in unjust treatment.’


He shook his head. Anyway, I would be aware, naturally, he pointed out, that my work would be the object of close scrutiny.


I thought this would be my last chance, so I said, in a tone of voice I tried to keep perfectly neutral, ‘I hope that my work, when scrutinized, will be found satisfactory. But what if I do not succeed?’


He replied curtly, ‘You know that you will pay the price.’


Then he caught himself, as though he had read my thoughts, and said, ‘In any case, the penalty will not be your return to Cairo.’


Suddenly he changed the subject. I had to know that Saeed Bey objected to my taking my lady wife with me. Out of concern for her safety, of course. He had, however, informed His Excellency that the ministry did not interfere in the private lives of officers. Moreover, the lady was, he believed . . . 


He paused for a moment and appeared to hesitate over his choice of words before continuing, ‘The lady is a brave woman.’ Then he repeated this, shaking his head. ‘Indeed. A brave woman.’


I said nothing and he stood up suddenly. I stood too and he started talking to me in an official tone: ‘You will travel with the Kerdasa caravan since it is ready to depart but I will send a number of horses’ (and here the ghost of a smile appeared on his lips) ‘which I hope will reach their destination alive, with the Matrouh caravan, which leaves in about two weeks.’


 


‘Beaten by the British again!’ I said to myself as I left his office. ‘How I hate you, Mr Harvey. How I hate you all, along with this ministry. But there’s no escape.’


I have to go home now and prepare for the journey. But what is there left to get ready? As soon as I told her that all efforts to excuse me from the posting had failed, Catherine gathered together everything we would need, and collected from the bookshops every book that discusses the oasis or in which mention of it occurs. She has left nothing to chance. Yesterday she told me of her remarkable plan to combat the bites of scorpions and snakes, so I referred her to a Rifa‘i sheikh and convinced her that he had greater experience in dealing with poisons. She too, then, is afraid of such things – so what is the secret of her enthusiasm for this journey? I have made every attempt to convince her to stay, but to no effect. She knows the dangers awaiting me there but doesn’t care. If I were naive, I’d say the reason was love, and that she didn’t want her husband to perish alone. I do believe she loves me, but not that much! 


I left the ministry, crossed el Dawaween Street, and proceeded until I reached Abdeen police station. In this station my whole life has been fashioned, and wasted, at a short distance from the only house I have ever known. It never occurred to me as a child, though, that I should end up doing such work. 


Anyway, the time for regret is past. What do I have to regret? And what did I hope for when I was a boy? I gave no thought to the future. All I wanted was for things to go on the way they were. A happy childhood and a happier boyhood. My father denied me and my younger brother nothing. He forbade us no pleasure and never forced us to pay attention to our education or have done with it within a suitable period. My brother Suleiman liked to spend most of his time with my father at his shop in el Muski, learning the basics of the trade. For me, there was nothing to sully the bright days of my life. It was the last days of Khedive Ismail, the whole city was in commotion, and I dawdled away my time at the grammar school until I was almost twenty. I knew women and I kept company with slave girls and I spent my nights with friends moving from one café and bar to another. At our large house in Abdeen, there was always a feast being held and scarcely a night went by without guests, a party, and the most renowned singers, male and female. Thursday nights were the exception. On Thursday, the servants would remove all the furniture from the large room on the first storey, cover the floor with carpets, perfume the place with incense, and place brass pots filled with rose-scented water in the corners. That was the night of the ‘People of the Way’, of songs of praise for the Prophet, and of the circles of remembrance of God in favour of which my father, and I along with him, would abandon all other pleasures. I would chant with the chanters and sway with the participants in the dhikr till I was bathed in sweat and my limbs exhausted, and then a calm, deep sleep would come that lasted all night. And in the morning, I would go early with my father and Suleiman to Friday prayer at the mosque of el Hussein. The same night, however, the cycle would begin again, until, one evening, I found myself by chance with my friends at the Matatia Café on Ataba Square. There I beheld that turbaned man who spoke Arabic like a Turk, or a Syrian. I had never before heard the like of what he had to say, or perhaps I had but had paid no attention. Nevertheless, the words of Sheikh el Afghani and the enthusiasm of the disciples around him forced me to listen and pay attention, and thus I became addicted, in addition to wine and women, to the gatherings of the sheikh and the reading of the newspapers edited by his disciples – Misr, and el Tigara,  and el Lata’if. Whenever the Khedive had one of them closed down, I would transfer to another, new one that would repeat what its sequestrated sister journal had said, all of them attacking the rulers who had plunged Egypt into debt and brought it to bankruptcy, and all of them burning with anger at the domination of the Europeans, who had even become ministers of the country’s government and were employed in every ministry. During the same period, I heard that the sheikh and some of his pupils had embraced Freemasonry, whose adherents belonged to every religion and were bound together by their faith in freedom and brotherhood among people of every race. I too therefore hastened to join a Masonic lodge and waited for the day when the whole earth would become one great lodge for a world of free brethren. I also heard of the formation of a secret nationalist party. After reading its manifestos, with their slogan of ‘Egypt for the Egyptians’, I was caught up by enthusiasm and wanted to join, though I didn’t know how to get in touch with the party. I was held back, too, by the first betrayal to change my life, which was when my father’s business went bankrupt. To this day, though, I still fail to understand how I could have done all these things with so little reflection. 


Each one succeeded the next without causing me any anxiety or self-reproach, as though it were very natural that I should get drunk, attend the Masonic lodge, sleep with women, go to Afghani’s gatherings, and turn with my father and the Sufis in the circle of remembrance. I even thought in those days that I ought to pay some attention to my studies, so as to obtain a diploma and enter the College of Law, as most students dreamt of doing. I believed I would have been well suited to that because what most caught my fancy at school were the classes in rhetoric and literature. My father, however, went bankrupt. A Greek merchant seduced him with promises of large profits from the import of olive oil from his country, then inveigled him into debt, and interest on the debt, until in the end the Muski shop was wrested from him. No source of income remained to support the large house full of slave girls and servants. My father made a great effort to have me enrolled in the police, and it was possible at that time for me to become an officer with the education I had acquired and some months of training. Thus my father was able, before his sorrows and illnesses incapacitated him, to set his mind at rest, knowing that my salary would be enough to support my mother and brother and keep the house open, albeit without the feasts and the singing and the circles of remembrance. The visitors disappeared and, along with them, even the Sufis and the singers of religious songs. I returned to the circles only once, after many years, when Brigadier General Saeed invited me to a night of chanting with the Sufi order to which he belonged, but I never repeated the experience. It failed to inspire any of the ecstasy that had swept over me in the long-gone past. 


And now I ask myself – has all that distant past disappeared? I ask whether the parts of that young man, with his divided spirit, have come together, or whether the days have flung them farther apart. When I married Catherine, after much hesitation, I dreamt that my unruly self might finally calm down.  A family, a house, an intelligent and courageous wife – why did that settledness never come? Why does it remain elusive and out of reach? The only certain thing is this uniform that I wear, and this profession that came to me without my wanting it and than which I have known no other, despite all the vicissitudes of the years.


And now this oasis.


 










2


Catherine


I know Mahmoud will miss this roomy house. In the silence of the desert he’ll yearn for this quarter where people are in constant motion and the cries of the street vendors never cease. Of course, he won’t miss the Khedive’s palace next door to us, where our feet have never trod, though I have become fond of what can be seen over the walls of its beautiful green gardens. Mahmoud can’t imagine life far from his house, which is the only one he’s ever known. I, on the other hand, have moved three times and no one house fills me with a sense of nostalgia. Places come back to me only when I think of the people who live in them, and then I recall even their familiar smells and forgotten corners, and am astonished by the games memory plays. 


Mahmoud is a little late. He went to the ministry to complete the formalities and said he’d come back afterwards to help me pack. Not much is left to do; everything is ready for the journey except Mahmoud himself. I long ago got used to his endless changes of mood. He used to astonish me at first when he’d say one thing and then its opposite, or do contradictory things with no forewarning. This time, though, things are different. His sorrow is deepening.


He wasn’t happy when I met him, and nor was I then. Nevertheless, we managed to seize happiness, and we lived it for a while. I always see him as I saw him for the first time, on the bridge of the dahabiya where chance threw us together on the trip to Aswan. I noticed him standing there, with his towering stature, wearing his police uniform and tarboosh, from beneath which the grey hair, framing his youthful face, protruded. His handsome features caught my attention immediately, but it wasn’t them which attracted me to him. From the beginning I found him different from the other officers I had met in Cairo, different in fact from all the men I had met here. These usually spoke to me, as a foreigner and a British woman in a country occupied by the British, with total subservience, while looks of supplicant lust flowed from their eyes like beggars’ tears. When I approached him, his tarboosh looked to me like a pharaonic crown on his head, his stern face with its wide black eyes and regular features the face of a real king transferred from the walls of a temple to the deck of that dahabiya. I asked him how much time remained before we reached Aswan. He didn’t turn towards me, eyes lowered, like the others. On the contrary, I noticed a fleeting look of hostility in them. He looked around him, however; there was nothing on the horizon except fields on either side of the river and identical villages at the ends of the fields. Then he looked into my eyes and said, in what was in those days his poor English, ‘I don’t know. I am here with the guard of the dahabiya.’ He was a member of the guard of, as far as I remember, some travelling prince or minister, and when I remained standing in front of him, he said, unenthusiastically, that he could ask one of the sailors if I liked. So I said, ‘I’ll come with you.’


From then on I stayed with him – on the dahabiya on the Nile, in the streets of Aswan, in the temples of Luxor, and then in Cairo, where we got married. For a long time he was hesitant in his approaches to me and I was the one who did most of the talking. I think the turning point came when he found out I was Irish and I hated the British for occupying my country, as they had occupied his, and felt shame at bearing their nationality, which I would be rid of the day Ireland gained its independence. After this, the barriers between us collapsed. His resistance, which I could see in his eyes just as I could the love, came to an end. Or was I deluding myself? Was it love or desire? It didn’t make much difference to me at the time and he warned me at the start of our relationship that he had promised himself never to get married, though that promise did not hold for long. 


The sheikh who notarized our nuptials in Cairo seemed miserable to see a Muslim man, and a respectable officer, marrying a foreign woman not of his religion. He’d ask a question and the alarm in his eyes would grow yet greater and he’d repeat the answer as though he couldn’t believe his ears. She’s not a virgin? A widow? Two years older than he? There was no father or brother to act as her proxy for the marriage contract? She was giving herself away?


Mahmoud told me that there was nothing in all that which contradicted their religious law, but I saw the notary bury his face in his papers and record in them what he heard without raising his head, so that we shouldn’t see the look of indignation in his eyes. He was, however, the epitome of politeness compared to the British when I went to the consulate to register my marriage. You’re marrying an Egyptian? And according to their laws too? And before coming to us? Are you aware of the rights you have lost? I responded in like fashion. I told them their law appealed to me more than that of the British in Ireland. My marriage had at least taken place of my own free will and no one had imposed it on me by force. When they heard this they rushed through the formalities, so that I wouldn’t stay long at the consulate. 


Mahmoud didn’t expect the British advisor at the ministry to agree to my travelling with him to the oasis. I think he agreed with the greatest of pleasure, in the hope that I’d perish there as quickly as possible!


During our first days, our first months, I knew with Mahmoud a happiness that I didn’t think possible in this world, after my wretched experience with Michael. And from the beginning I discovered that Mahmoud could not tolerate any talk of love – he didn’t speak of it himself and he didn’t want to hear it. Love, for him, was lovemaking, no more, no less. He was a king in that too. Ever ready to give, always able to awaken my passions, and bringing a knowledge gained through numerous experiences dating from his youth and which he didn’t seek to deny. I learnt through my instincts alone – the instincts that I’d forgotten with Michael – to keep pace with his greater knowledge. And I may have taught him something myself too. I made him understand that I didn’t like the violence and ravishment that he imagined were the marks of manliness, that I liked soft touches and for the two bodies to respond together slowly and fluidly, moving from the pleasure of closeness and caresses to the peak of ecstasy and fulfilment. 


Gradually he started to adjust to me and we lived in uninterrupted nuptial bliss for months. He didn’t hold back and I didn’t hesitate. I hadn’t believed that I’d ever be capable of accepting this understanding of love and life, but I became his utterly willing, utterly happy, partner. Was that because he caused so many delusions to fall away from me, or was I ready from the beginning, and all Mahmoud had to do was rip away the veil of prudery?


With him too I accepted things I never could have imagined I’d accept. After our first months, I became aware that I was not alone in his life. Once, when he was with me in bed, I smelt another woman and her sweat; I felt the ghost of another woman between us. Then, when I found his ardour the same as ever, or even greater, I told myself I was mistaken – but I knew my body was not betraying me; there was someone else who shared him with me. An unbearable jealousy swept over me and I spent a whole day pulling myself together and ordering my thoughts so that I might confront him. But when he returned from his work, all the thoughts I’d carefully assembled left me and I asked him the moment he entered and as we stood in the main room, ‘Mahmoud, are you being unfaithful to me?’ He responded with a question: ‘Do you mean, “Do I have women other than you?”’ I nodded and he said calmly, ‘Yes.’ I burst out, my whole body shaking, ‘So be it! And what if I were to have men other than you?’ He answered simply, ‘I would kill you immediately.’ ‘So why shouldn’t I kill you now?’ I screamed. He said nothing for a moment, as though thinking. Then he took his revolver out of its holster and held it out to me, smiling. ‘Indeed, that would be just,’ he said. ‘It’s your right too. Take it. I won’t stop you.’ I pushed his outstretched arm aside and rushed to my room, shouting, ‘I can’t live with a madman!’ and locked myself in and started gathering my clothes and other things in readiness to depart. 


I didn’t speak to him for four days, and on the fifth we were together again in bed. Holding me to him, he said, ‘Lying is the easiest thing to do, but I don’t lie. My body is the problem. One woman isn’t enough for it and divorce is so easy. You too could leave me at any moment, but you won’t. Each of us needs the other and that’s why we got married.’ I mumbled a question, ‘Where is love in all that?’ and he rolled on top of me and kissed me. 


I have accepted this sort of love and this sort of marriage. Is it a life of utter truth or of utter falsehood? He wasn’t mistaken. Each of us needs the other. Why? And for how long? I feel now that even this relationship that we took on jointly has changed. It isn’t a matter of women this time, but Mahmoud is withdrawing into himself in a way that has never happened since I have known him. Is it all because of the posting, which he has hated from the moment he heard about it? He made every possible effort to be excused but didn’t succeed. I know of the danger that awaits him, but Mahmoud is no coward. He will do his duty there as he has done all his life, whether he liked that duty or hated it. I am sure of that. He ignores even the pain that afflicts him from time to time in the place where the bullet smashed the bones of his arm. The pains are worst in the winter, in the cold, but I discovered that only from the changes on his face when he presses his arm hard with his hand. He never complains, though, and never says a word. I said to him jokingly once that at least he’d never suffer from the cold at the oasis, as it was hot all year round. He shook his head and said, ‘I wish the problem was just the heat!’


I am not ignorant of the true problem. I have read everything about the oasis written by the historians and travellers. I know its history, ancient and modern. I may know more about the ancient history but I’ve also studied everything that happened there since the beginning of this century, when the army of Egypt’s governor, Mohamed Ali, took it. The Basha incorporated the oasis into Egypt and put an end to its independence, which had lasted hundreds of years during which Siwa had been subject to no outside state or force. I have read how they resisted Egyptian rule, ceaselessly rebelling and rising up against the soldiers and fighting them, while the Egyptians ceaselessly repressed their uprisings with a savagery that gave birth to new rebellions and new uprisings. And I know, as does Mahmoud, that the district commissioner, who is the ruler of the oasis, will always be a prize trophy for them. At the beginning, they murdered the local mayors that Cairo chose from among the Siwans, their murder being a message to the district commissioners that they were not beyond their reach. In the last two rebellions, however, they murdered the commissioners themselves and the government sent a large army, later withdrawn, to restore calm. Does that calm remain? 


I hope so. Long ago, I dreamt of a journey into the desert without imagining that the dream would be realized in this fashion. I dreamt that I saw the oasis whose sands were trodden by the feet of Alexander the Great and where he lived the disturbing events that haunted him till he died. I have other dreams to realize there that I don’t even dare to think about right now. Everything in its own good time. The important thing is that we should be there, Mahmoud and I, together and on our own. There will be no danger of another woman competing with me there. The other dangers are not an excessive price to pay to restore our life to the way it was in its first untroubled days. 


Mahmoud is very late.


Perhaps he’s still at the ministry, or maybe he’s saying goodbye to the streets of his city and thinking now the same thoughts as me – making an inventory of his life and working out how it brought him to this moment, that of moving towards an unknown destiny with this Irish woman whom accident threw in his path.


And me too, how many accidents has it taken to lead me to this moment? No, not accidents. I am responsible for everything and I regret nothing. It may have been my father who set me on the path, but it was my own will that brought me this far. 


If he were alive now, he’d see a well-deserved punishment in everything that has happened to me with Mahmoud. Being a zealous Catholic, he would never have agreed to this marriage from the outset. All the same, the first thing he taught me was to love the East and be passionate about its antiquities. Indeed, he excited my curiosity specifically over the unknown antiquities left behind by the Greeks and Romans – on condition, of course, that I kept a distance from the living people of the East, who were a mere repository of history. I was always to remember that I was Irish, and a Catholic. 


I shall never forget how angry he was when we talked once about religions and were speaking of the Ancient Greeks, his favourite subject. The conversation turned to their gods, and I said to him that the Greeks of those days, like the Ancient Egyptians and for that matter everyone before and after them, worshipped the Creator as they imagined Him, and that given that the Deity was the same at all times and in all places, He must accept the prayers of all who worshipped Him. I was young then, maybe fourteen or fifteen, but my father didn’t try to discuss the matter with me or teach me. His face flushed. ‘So you’d put those who worship the True God on a par with those who worship a statue or a tree or any other false god? You’d put the believers in the Lord our Saviour on a par with heathens and savages who pray so that their gods may help them in hunting and war?’ Despite my fear of his anger at that moment, I answered him back. ‘I don’t mean that at all, Papa. I mean that everyone looks for the Creator and worships Him out of faith and with good intent, and even if they choose wrongly, He must surely know that their intentions are pure because He knows everything.’ My father, however, would not listen to me and insisted that I go to church to confess my sin to the priest and seek absolution. I went, of course, because I too was a loyal Catholic.


How much I miss him now, in spite of everything! If he were alive, I’d ask him to help me in my search. He was the one who taught me Greek and Latin and said I was gifted at languages and should put my talent to use. I think he wasn’t wrong. I have taught myself to read hieroglyphs and their derivatives and after I married Mahmoud I learnt Arabic. My father would be proud of me, in that respect anyway. He used to read his papers and translations from the Greek to me and he encouraged me too to translate and enthused over everything I wrote. All the same, I am sure I couldn’t have convinced him to accept my marriage to Mahmoud. Impossible.


I haven’t seen my mother either since I came to Egypt and I don’t know what her feelings are now. She writes to me sometimes, briefly, just for form’s sake. She wasn’t pleased by my first marriage and I suppose her to be even more set against the second. My sister Fiona was the only one to understand my marriage to Mahmoud straight away. Just as she forgave my marriage to Michael, she blessed my marriage to Mahmoud. She forgave me for the business with Michael, even if I haven’t forgiven myself. No wonder my father used to call her ‘the Saint’. She writes me her long, loving letters all the time. Will she come to Egypt one day as she has promised? And how would she be able to get in touch  with us if she did, with our leaving now for a place so far from civilization? I have written to her telling her to postpone her travel plans. 


But let me think this through to the end. Do I truly want her to come or do I want her, despite my missing her, to remain distant? I don’t want things that remind me of that painful experience. I recovered from it only with difficulty. I’m certain, of course, that she’d never do anything to bring back the memory; perhaps she’d not even mention Michael’s name if we met. It’s not she that’s the problem, it’s me: it’s my feeling that I stole him from my sister. If only Fiona knew how lucky she was to have been saved from him!


Our close neighbour, a friend and youthful companion of my father’s, like him a teacher, with the face of an angel and soft spoken, he was joined to my father by their interest in the study of the language and the civilization of the Greeks, though while my father was content all his life to be an amateur, Michael published articles in a small local journal, and sometimes they’d accept essays from him in a well-known history journal. I believed, like everyone else, that when he visited the house it was because of his interest in Fiona. He would spend hours in conversation with her in the garden, and there was nothing strange in that. Fiona was the more beautiful, the younger, and the more congenial. Just to look at her shining face was a pleasure. I know my body is acceptable but my face is ordinariness itself. Despite all that, one year after my father’s death, from the shock of which I had yet to recover, he surprised me with a proposal of marriage.


I entered my father’s study one sunny morning and found him toppled over a book he was reading. He had never been sick before and complained of no ailments; indeed, on that particular morning he had been more than usually cheerful. Mahmoud told me he’d experienced a similar shock. I didn’t understand the meaning of that death. I don’t understand what meaning death has, but since it is inevitable, we should do something to justify our lives. We should leave a mark on this earth before we leave it. 


When Michael came to me in the garden, I asked him, ‘Why me?’ and he replied, ‘Because I love you.’ ‘And Fiona?’ And he repeated, ‘You are the one I love.’ My mother, in great anger, said, ‘He led us all to believe that he wanted Fiona and now he wants to get engaged to her sister? Anyone would think there had been a scandal! Has anything been going on between you that we don’t know about?’ I swore with perfect honesty that I hadn’t thought about him at all, and that his offer had taken me by surprise, not to mention that I myself didn’t want him. But it was Fiona herself who settled things. She said she had never thought of Michael as anything but a friend of her father’s and the family’s, and even if he had proposed to her she would have refused.


If that was true, then she was not only the more beautiful but also the more intelligent.


No doubt she understood him better than I. She said she wouldn’t accept Michael under any circumstances and left it up to me to accept or refuse him. I thought a little and then agreed. I told myself that beautiful Fiona would surely find better opportunities.


Why did I ignore my mother’s insistence that, whatever my sister might say, this marriage would be a betrayal of her? I should have understood, as she did, that he was not a person to be trusted, but at the time I had no way of knowing his other characteristics. It was only after the marriage that I experienced his insane jealousy of other men. He imposed on us a complete isolation during which we neither visited nor were visited and hardly even left the house. His jealousy extended even to books.


He’d been used to seeing me studying with my father and had demonstrated in his presence a concern for the encouragement of my studies. Then, after we married, he came to hate the sight of me holding a book. He would mock my readings and my translations. What was I going to do with them when I had no employment? Wouldn’t it be better if I concerned myself with the housework? And all the time he would accuse me of ignorance and expose mistakes in my readings of the Latin or Greek. 


At the beginning, I tried praising his work. I would display an exaggerated admiration for his articles and studies, which I knew he copied from others with minor alterations. It was no use. At least he knew that I was playing the hypocrite with him and that my admiration was false. He refused, however, to acknowledge that there might be any truth to the criticism he perceived in my comments; rather, he would insist that I, like other readers, had failed to grasp the central idea of his article. That also was my fault. I was responsible because his ideas were beyond us.


And from the start of the marriage, too, I discovered his miserliness. He wasn’t just a miser with money. That’s no great sin in a poor country that doesn’t permit its people to live in luxury. But he was grudging in everything, even his feelings. 


On the few occasions when he made love to me, he behaved as though he were bestowing on me a great favour, and one that he was in a hurry to be done with. I only really discovered my body with Mahmoud, after the failed attempts with Michael. With Mahmoud, I came to know that the practice of love is a sublime moment in which two bodies fly together, leaving the world’s orbit for a pleasure that is new every time. A unique grace would descend, as though each occasion were the first, and as though that final gasp were a new birth, or a new resurrection – something I never knew with Michael, something utterly different from the stickiness of the sweat, the revulsion and the tension of a body desperate to be watered and, with that, relieved of the torture of an entangling that led only to disgust at oneself and one’s bedmate. 


Once I asked him, ‘Why did you marry me?’ to which he replied sarcastically, ‘To torture myself.’ Maybe he was telling the truth. A man can’t marry a woman he doesn’t love unless he wants to torture himself. But why? To the end of his life I could see in his eyes a sad and abject look when he gazed at Fiona. So why didn’t he marry her and why did he choose me? I have known men in my life who avoid beautiful women for fear of the looks of others who ask, ‘Does that man deserve that woman?’ Perhaps he too was that cowardly, or maybe he was indeed sure he didn’t deserve her, so he chose the ordinary sister for whom nobody would envy him to torture himself, as he said, and to torture me along with him for four long years. 


All the same, he found out, after my first few attempts to placate him, that I was not the sort of person he had imagined. I am not one to endure a slight. I gave him cruelty for cruelty and hatred for hatred. I suggested to him when we were first married that we take a journey to Egypt, because Ancient Egypt had for so long bewitched me and because I hoped that if we went somewhere far away we might succeed in growing closer and understanding one another better. I said we could divide the costs of the trip because the money left me by my father was enough for my share. But Michael considered the very idea a sign of madness. Meaningless folly and dissipation. I could learn everything I needed to know about Egypt from books, if indeed my mind was capable of taking anything in. I challenged him. I began to study the language of the Ancient Egyptians. I studied hieratic and demotic on my own. None of this pleased him. He would snatch the books from my hand and tear them to pieces because I was wasting my time on things of no value instead of working in the house; I should make an effort, at least, to perfect the languages that I had started on. I would get up very calmly, take a book from his library, and start ripping it up. He would fall on me and beat me and try to stop me, and I would take more books and hit him with some of them and tear up what I could. We almost killed one another with the books in those battles, and with our fists in others. Indeed, things would have ended with a crime or a scandal, for I often thought of fleeing the house and the whole country and would have done so but for my apprehension about what would happen to my mother and Fiona, and had not his miserliness and stubbornness killed him first. 


He insisted on considering the cough that racked his chest an ordinary bout of cold. He treated himself with herbs, hot drinks, warm rum, hot and cold baths, and all the remedies that he had ever tried or heard about before. We watched as his body withered and his cough turned into a bark whose mere sound inspired terror. Neither my urgings, nor those of Fiona or my mother, were of use in making him show himself to a doctor. It wasn’t worth it. The last remedy he had tried, or the last drink he had taken, was the tried and true cure that would put an end to the illusory cold. In the end, when he started spitting gouts of blood with the cough and went to the doctor, it was too late. 


The sight of him in bed in the hospital, his face the colour of chalk as he gasped for breath, incapable even of coughing, horrified me. The horror was there, but when I searched in my soul for some true sorrow, I could find none, even when he looked at me with panic-stricken eyes as though asking for a rescue I couldn’t provide. And I was alarmed at myself when he died, because I found within myself, and in spite of myself, an exhalation of relief that shouted, ‘At last!’


It wasn’t intentional. I didn’t kill him and I didn’t wish death on him, but he came to an end as a result of his own acts, and what fault of mine was that? Despite this, I did my duty for the period of mourning and gave a good performance of all the required outward shows. Fiona’s grief, though, was real. How should I know? Maybe she truly did love him even though she denied it. Or perhaps it was her heart, which felt for everyone. How should I know? As though my life weren’t complicated enough already!


Four years with Michael killed many things in me, and two years with Mahmoud brought them back to life again. It’s true. Nothing less than the genuine resurrection of a new woman. The cure may have started with the journey to Upper Egypt that I was able to make with the money Michael, who had saved it penny by penny, had left me. As I moved among the antiquities looking at the pictures and statues and reading by myself the writings carved on the columns and walls and entering them in my notebooks, I felt that this was a pleasure above any I had dreamt of. Then I met Mahmoud. What a blessing to find someone who was Michael’s opposite in everything! He gives without stinting and knows no limits, not even to the contradictions and shifts of his moods!


Here he is at last.


I hear his familiar footfall on the stairs. 


Come, Mahmoud! We shall travel to the desert together. We shall be reborn there together too, and in that rebirth I shall not let you escape. You will be mine.
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Mahmoud


So this is the ‘garden of the spirit’, as Saeed called it! His spirit maybe, not mine. It moves nothing in me, this yellow ‘garden’. Except anger, perhaps. 


The desert stretches away before my eyes and there is nothing in it but sand, dunes, rocks, and the mirage that shimmers in the distance. Searing heat by day and biting cold by night. From time to time, chains of grey mountains like the remnants of a single mountain transformed by a bolt of lightning into splintered rubble. 


Catherine and I ride on camels at the front. She wears riding dress, the trousers puffed out at the thighs, and is the only one with a saddle with an awning of thick cloth, like an open howdah. The guide, and the Bedouin of the caravan, show concern for her. They put up a tent for her at night while they themselves sleep in the open, sheltered from the winds by their kneeling camels. The ten soldiers who joined the caravan with me ride at the rear, with the exception of Sergeant Ibraheem, my orderly, whom Brigadier General Saeed attached to my service before the journey with his personal commendation.


As each day passes on the road, a deeper silence reigns over the caravan, and all eyes are directed to the front, gazing into the emptiness. What does each of them think about? I don’t know, but the silence floods my mind with cries and images that awaken all the past – all who are alive and all who have passed away. It may be that this started before the journey. I think about many things, especially the end.


Am I afraid of death? Of course. Who isn’t? I ask myself how it will take me – at the oasis with a bullet? Or as an ordinary death after an illness, long or short? In some passing accident? By strangulation in the bathhouse or poison put in my food? Will it come without any preamble whatsoever? Hundreds of shapes hide in the dark corners of the road, waiting to pounce on me in a single leap that is itself the end. I make every effort to forget my mother, but on this trip I cannot. I see her waiting for me that night when I came home, sitting in her large chair next to the bed, the maid lying on the floor, fast asleep. I knew that my mother never went to sleep until she had assured herself of my return and asked her customary question – had my brother Suleiman sent a letter from Damascus? Usually there was no letter, but I would reassure her that I had heard that he and his children were well. I kissed, as usual, her head and hand and asked her whether she needed anything. She asked for a cup of water because she couldn’t bring herself to wake the maid. Before I reached the door, she cautioned me, ‘From the brown jug.’ Then ‘and in the brass cup’ caught up with me. I went to the  main room, where the jugs were kept on a tray on the sill of the north-facing window, and I lifted up the brown jug, which she would always perfume with mastic and cover with a fine pierced cloth, and which really did cool the water more than the others. I poured the water into the brass cup decorated with coloured foliage and returned to the room, having in mind to tease her about the cup, which was the only one she would drink from because my father had given it to her one day. A minute or two had gone on these things, and when I opened the door, cup in hand, I saw her head drooping on her chest. I went up to her, calling out, but she didn’t answer me and I discovered she was gone. 


I went two months incapable of taking anything in. I would repeat to all who offered me condolences everything that had occurred between my leaving the room and my returning to it, as though these details concealed some secret or riddle that would explain what had happened. And my legs shook when I walked. I didn’t understand and I still can’t understand.


Yes, I fear death, but despite that I was prepared, at one time, to meet it without hesitation. In those days there was meaning, but that’s over and done with. The only thing that still reminds me of it is the intermittent pain left by the bullet that smashed the bones of my arm. Now, though, what am I supposed to die for in this forgotten oasis among these Bedouin whom I hate? Catherine says the inhabitants of the oasis aren’t Bedouin, but all the inhabitants of the desert are Bedouin and I know them more than well enough. She too will regret her insistence on making the journey. I warned her often and she kept repeating that nothing could make her regret so long as she had chosen. Despite this, I can’t understand the secret of her eagerness to make the journey. I think that, once again, it’s about the antiquities. She exhausted me at the Luxor temple and in Upper Egypt and at Saqqara and Dahshur, and in the end I grew accustomed to leaving her to go where she wanted with an orderly as guard. Now she speaks with passion of Alexander the Great and his visit to the oasis and can’t believe that she’s travelling where he travelled! She wants to cross the desert so she can follow in his footsteps and search for his remains, and it doesn’t matter if it costs her her life. A brave woman? A madwoman! I was only just able to convince her to abandon her idea of letting ourselves be bitten by snakes before the journey so that we could gain immunity to the reptiles of the desert! The sheikhs of the Rifa‘i order I had advised her to consult contented themselves with giving her phials containing liquids of whose benefits I know nothing. But it may be that it is this madness which binds me to her. No sane woman ever convinced me to take on the bonds of marriage. Of course, before her there was Dusky Ni‘ma, but I was the one who drove her away and it never occurred to me to marry her. Enough!


In any case, I am not travelling now for the sake of Catherine or the promotion which Harvey insisted on reminding me of. Perhaps, had it not been for the stigma of the court martial to which Saeed alluded, and had I not been ignorant of any other profession, I would have refused the promotion and the journey with it. Enough! Let happen what may. I remember from my school days a line of verse that goes:


Of today I know what may be known, and of the day before,


But to tomorrow I am blind.


Would that it were the other way around – that I were ignorant of what happened yesterday and knew what will happen tomorrow. In fact, I’d even accept blindness to what tomorrow might bring on condition that yesterday would go away too. I’d agree to even less – that morning would come and I’d live one day at a time, with all memories gone from my mind. What a comfortable arrangement of life it would be if we could live today without the disquiet of either yesterday or tomorrow! In this desert, though, there’s nothing in my mind except yesterday, and I do not like it.


By day, the same scenes are repeated, their monotony broken only by tracts, each far from the others, where the colour of the sands changes from red to white, or the appearance of dunes, which the camels make hard work of climbing, their pace slowing. Every two or three days, the guide cries out, giving us the glad tidings of our imminent arrival at a well or small, uninhabited oasis where we rest in the hope that the camels will find water. My eyes pass fleetingly over the landmarks, but I steal a glance at Catherine and behold her on the back of her camel, turning her head right and left with an unquenchable amazement in her eyes. Does she too see the ‘garden’ of Brigadier General Saeed? What is there new to keep catching her attention like that? 


I asked her one night as we sat in front of our tent and she was gazing in absorption at the sky with its host of stars, and she answered, ‘Can’t you see for yourself? These stars, for example. Never in the city have I seen them so many or so bright.’


I raised my eyes to the sky, saying, ‘Because the moon is still small.’


She responded, ‘I know. But here the stars seem to me bigger and closer. They twinkle as though they were in constant motion towards me, so that I can almost touch them with my hand, as though they were swimming fast through the sky and will soon fall to earth.’


I laughed quietly as I said, ‘I know a lot of Irish are poets but the desert affects us all differently.’

OEBPS/OPF/sunsetoasis.zoom75.png





OEBPS/OPF/images/cover.jpg
—
(]
G
=
)
o
==
)
o)






OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_2line_logo.zoom2.png
HopDER G
sty





