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Listen to me, my friends, for I am your host today at a royal banquet. I will serve you a meal from the mountains, from mountains unknown to the city dweller, as I narrate to you the tragic tale of Nicola, that man whose mother named him after an ancient saint when he was born, a long, long time ago, in a country whose name he could not remember. His tragedy lay in his constant wonder at things; whatever took place before his eyes, he received it with the love of a child, even to the extent that he never did learn from experience.








FIRST


An All But Final View






IF IT WERE POSSIBLE TO LOOK DOWN on the Darhib like a bird flying high, careful not to collide with the mountain's rocky crests, it would be seen as a huge crescent, like a meteor that had fallen from its place in the heavens long ago and landed on earth, shattered and petrified. The huge arms of the crescent would embrace an arid valley scarred with crevices and craters, formed by the winds and erosion of a thousand years.


Perhaps that bird aloft, if it were to focus on one spot, would see Nicola, he who was named after a saint, an old man now, standing naked under the hellish August sun. Against the rugged backdrop of basalt and granite and petrified marine formations of chalky rock, there stands Nicola, as he himself has decreed he must, trying to maintain his balance on the deceptive slippery crest, on small asbestos pebbles and sharp-edged marble crystals and broken shells a thousand million years old.


Nicola, a man without a country, stands there alone, naked, crucified. From time to time, in the burning heat, gusts of desert wind buffet him, and he grasps at the wind as if trying somehow to capture it in his hand. And every day Nicola reenacts the same ritual again and again.


That same bird, if it were one of the brown-feathered eastern eagles with the yellow beak and yellow claws, could clearly see Nicola on his illusory but inescapable cross. It would glide over the Darhib, over the Shalatin well and the mountain of Abraq, across the mountain peaks of Zarkat al-Na'am that glitter white as feathers, on its way to the banquet of corpses in the Valley of Camels, where the she-camels sometimes die from the violence of mating.


But even the eagles refrain from flying when the sun is at its height, and so Nicola remains exercising the rituals of his suffering alone, unseen except by the heavens themselves, that seem to pale and shudder as if in sympathy with the horror of the actions that Nicola relives repeatedly in his mind.


As the sun moves past its zenith, the red rocks in this desert emptiness begin to radiate heat, and the black rocks become hot enough to bake bread. At this point Nicola realizes that he is not worthy even of bearing his suffering in this manner, so he rolls his naked body down from the slippery crest, descending to a haven within the curve of the Darhib to resume his rituals in yet another way. For in the belly of the Darhib, things are different.


The place is filled with remnants of human activity, at the spot where the Darhib curves and its summit slopes away on either side. Approximately halfway down the mountainside the ground levels off. There is a flat circular area where wooden houses and outhouses have been erected. The ground rises up to form terraced yards in front of the three houses, and wooden planks, tin barrels, and black spots of oil dripped from machinery are strewn all over. The yards twist into a narrow lane that climbs and then disappears between the rocks—burying itself—until it becomes a curving passageway with an open ceiling. Only then does one arrive at the mouth of the Darhib, the entrance, the door that unlocks its treasures.


Once, men lived in the houses and searched daily for these treasures; but they have long since picked up and left with all their belongings. No longer does anyone descend into the heart of the Darhib but Nicola. Only he knows the long tunnels and passages, the cells on both sides, the wide caverns at depths of a thousand meters or more.


Running for kilometers in those tunnels, tracks were built to carry cars loaded with rocks and raw materials. Nicola drafted and planned them all. He stood in the heart of the Darhib a thousand times over the years.


In the cold tunnels, in the hot tunnels, in the white caves with their opaque dark green shadows, in the icy hollows, surrounded by waxy talc formations like sharp teeth or drawn swords, Nicola used to stand, a benevolent leader, planning for his men, designing new tunnels into the Darhib, leading his men along the tunnels to lay rough hands on the insides of the mountain ... But still they all left, leaving behind whatever was too heavy to carry; and they even dared to think of taking Nicola with them.


Remembering that, Nicola spits, licks his dry mouth with his dry tongue, and mutters curses in his heavily accented Arabic. He surveys the deserted, ruined courtyard in front of the houses. There the workers used to come and go, work and eat, play cards, drink, and shout their usual complaints. They brought to this place both the good and the evil in them, and exposed both cleverness and licentiousness, like offerings, on the sands and rocks of this mountain. How stupid of them to betray their true souls and leave.


But such is the nature of things. The men had come in hordes, and they left in hordes, and were always capable of taking their true souls with them. But Nicola alone remained chained to the Darhib.


“They have fled! All of them have escaped!”


Nicola utters the first words angrily. Then his voice softens as if he feels compassionate toward their cowardice and their flight, as if he is convinced that his level of endurance is superior to theirs. In the end, they were free, independent of the place, because they were not bound to it by sin.


For none of them had fled from the tunnels with his daughter's screams ringing behind him. None of them had led his daughter through the darkness and the heat and the cold of the tunnels inside the Darhib, had drawn her in to where the peopled tunnels ended and the deserted ones began, to die!


In those tunnels unvisited for hundreds of years Nicola left her, trapped by a rockslide. Ilya had cried out when she saw the rocks crashing down; she had clawed at the rocks with her fingernails as she struggled to breathe in the choking dust and darkness. Nicola heard her cries all the time he was running in panic through the tunnels, as if the voice were pursuing him and trying to drag him back to Ilya. The cries were like pain put to music; the surprise and desperation in her voice blamed Nicola and pleaded with him to return. It was as if she were trying to lure him back into an enchanted world they could create together within those mute impregnable walls, as they always had done, not merely as a man and his daughter but as a man and his mother or a man and his beloved wife.


How could there be any such blood link to hold all those men who fled?


Remembering, Nicola feels the old agony again. He twists his neck and wipes away the dusty sweat that covers his body.


The sun paints the yards in front of the wooden houses in its particular brightnesses, changing the dust and sand into embers on the flaming rocks. Nicola enters his wooden house. The house consists of a single room. In one corner is an iron bed, similar to those used by the sick in hospitals or by miners and army officers. The room contains an eccentric collection of stones and instruments, relics from the life of a mining engineer; and there are maps of the desert on the wooden walls. Nicola has not eaten this day. He remembers that when he sees a can of fish on the iron table. He purses his lips in a gesture of denial and lifts a liquor bottle only to find it empty. He picked it up yesterday and also found it empty; and he will do the same thing again later and again find it empty. For where would liquor come from, in this desolation?


Nicola stands naked in the room. His European body long ago acquired a dark tan. The thick hair on his head has turned whiter than the white of cotton. He is neither thin nor heavy. He stretches his hand toward another bottle of red-colored alcohol, puts it to his lips, and pours some of it down this throat, and it burns like fire inside him. He presses his arms to his chest and belly so as not to twist in that familiar pain. It is another form of punishment he inflicts on himself.


Nicola walks over to a chessboard on its small wooden table, picks it up and carries it outside to the yard. On the board are several chess pieces in their faded black and red, standing in the same positions they occupied when Nicola suspended the game two days ago. He stands over them, contemplating them in his nakedness. The red king faces a direct threat from the black bishop, which is being guarded by the knights. Meanwhile the black king faces an indirect threat, but Nicola presses the attack with two red rooks. The black continues winning. When it is the red's turn to move, Nicola takes hold of the red king and retreats with him to the home square of his knights. Then he moves around and repeats his attack on the red king, using the black rook from its position behind the bishop. Then he withdraws the red king to the second bishop position and continues to attack. After a pause he changes sides to face the oncoming attack and escape from it. For Nicola this is no mere entertainment or means of killing time. He is himself the player and his opponent; he is the red and the black at the same time.


Between two moves on the board, Nicola re-enters his wooden house and gulps another helping of burning alcohol. Writhing, he returns to the yard and pursues his attack on himself and defense of himself, in the ritual of suffering that he has established. But the result as well as the ritual is predetermined. It is inevitable that the game will have a loser at the end. And Nicola's indomitable strength lies in the fact that he knows he will lose, and yet in spite of that he continues to play the game.


How strange the chessboard is, with its carved pieces like little statues that move across it, each according to its position and prestige. The king is the ruler; the knight and the bishop, attendants. The queen is his support; the rook his citadel and haven. As for the pawns, they are his subjects. All come out of the same package, ruler, knight, and peasant; but each faces his lot according to his destiny.


And Nicola's destiny is failure, and hence failure is his lot. He stands there at his chessboard as if crucified on an invisible cross, re-enacting over and over his destined failure, repeating it like that ancient Greek who was doomed to push his rock upwards forever to the impossible summit. No sooner would he reach the top, than down the rock would come tumbling, and he'd descend the mountain again, only to ascend with it once more. So Nicola repeats his penance daily until the sun disappears in the West, and blackness crawls thickly over the yellow, red, and green of the desert, covering it completely. With evening the scorching heat turns into a stinging breeze, then becomes numbing cold. The mountains loom like mythical shadows in this infinity. Nicola cannot see clearly anymore and finds a blanket to wrap around himself. He crouches with his back against the rocks of the Darhib, rocks which seem to have turned to ice, until Mars appears, carnation red in the East over the Arabian peninsula, while Jupiter swings in the West above the Libyan desert. And Nicola's thoughts wander in the firmament.








SECOND


 

WHENEVER ANYONE SPOKE OF HIS OWN COUNTRY, Nicola would feel dejected and withdraw from the conversation. For what land could he call his own?


His family had emigrated from one of the small Russian cities when he was ten. His father settled in Istanbul and practiced dentistry. That was all Nicola knew of him before he himself left Istanbul and traveled with his brothers, leaving each one in a different place as he went. Nicola stole the “secret” of knowledge from his odyssey, but the price of this knowledge was exorbitant. Over the more than twenty years of his travels the letters from his brothers had lost their way to him, unable to follow him in his constant relocations.


Nicola settled temporarily in one of the Italian cities, where he came to know a mining engineer from one end of the city and a woman from the other end. The woman was a Caucasian emigrant in her early thirties. She possessed that type of striking beauty that conquers the senses, overwhelming them with an ecstatic tremor of promise from the first look. At that time, Nicola was easily captivated by women. And yet this attraction to women was marked by a certain reserve that might be interpreted as chastity. Such an air of chastity seemed out of place in Italy, in the place geographers name the Mediterranean basin, where women are considered bait in the sea of appetites around them.


The Caucasian woman told him, “I will make a copy of you, Nicola, and nail you to the earth with it.”


With each woman he met, he dreamt of love and understanding that could reach such a point of perfection that they might travel together through place after place, constantly journeying rather than seeking the warmth, security, and comfort of one spot. None of the women he met could really understand this, and so it always became a friendship on one side, and love on the other, and this ironically made his search for the perfect partner endless.


This contradiction must have been what attracted the emigrant Caucasian whom he met on one of the Italian beaches. He learned that her name was Ilya. She ran a restaurant on the beach with her father, a brutish, surly man who used to beat her in front of customers. When Nicola was hired to work in the restaurant, she gave herself to him almost immediately. He had been at work for only six or seven hours and had not yet become acquainted with his new sleeping quarters in the rear of the restaurant's storeroom, when Ilya seduced him for the first time. She did not succeed in possessing him this way, however. His body was with her, but his soul was far away, longing for new and varied places, places where it had never been, while she talked about the restaurant, and about her dream project of a casino perched high on a rock overlooking the shore and bathed in soft lights where lovers would dally under artificial greenery. Security was her dominating hope. Nicola was a young man of flexible principles whose judgment had not yet ripened, so he gave in to her and married her. Within a year she had a child.


She told him, “I will duplicate you, Nicola, and bear you a boy who will nail you to the earth. He will weigh down your wings and keep you from flying away.”


But she bore him a girl, and they named her Ilya. And so he had two women in his life, each named Ilya, both linked to him by feelings of deep friendship which failed to become love; one was his wife and the other his daughter.


When the elder Ilya began plotting to get rid of her brutal father, who represented a stumbling block to her ambitious plans, she planned on using Nicola's help. She told him that one blow on the back of her father's head would be sufficient. It would relieve the old man of all his suffering and leave them with enough capital to forge young Ilya's future.


During those days, Nicola frequently met his other friend, Mario, the mining engineer; and his friend mentioned to him a great land with an extraordinary history, a land split in two by the Nile. It reached from the desert to the shores of the sea and was filled with mountains containing a variety of minerals and ores. It was a land not ruled by its people. Anyone who wished could go there and explore and obtain a permit to drill and eventually become the owner of one of those great mountains.


Nicola became obsessed with this idea and started to dream of himself as the owner of a mountain which would make him unique. His dreams relieved him of listening to the constant plotting of his wife against her father. Finally he made up his mind to leave, and he joined the mining engineer on a ship that carried them to his new life in the Darhib.


Had it been forty or fifty years since then? And what had it finally led him to do but give his daughter a future that neither he nor his wife ever imagined. It was because of him that his daughter had come to the Darhib. He was the one who doomed her to be buried alive in the entrails of the very mountain that he and the mining engineer had claimed as their own. It was as if the mountain had exacted its own revenge against the men who tried to possess it.


Like the mountain, the surrounding desert was the background of its own ancient drama. This desert was the habitat of the Baja tribe, the most ancient of African peoples. They had come here from Asia, ancient relatives and ancestors of Nicola's whom the poets believed were probably descendents of Kush sons of Ham who roamed the earth after the deluge.


They had been pagans up until the time of Islam, and when they adopted it they maintained their nomadic ways and kept their language, so as to be worthy of that stubbornness they were so famous for. For in spite of the harshness of life in the desert and the aridness of the valleys most of the year and the dryness of the wells, they remained close to the land and survived, multiplying and breaking into branches and clans, among them the Bashariyya, the 'Ababida, the Bakhus, and the Banu Amir. They scattered to the wells and the water sources that had been the same since the time of the Pharaohs. Their weapons were a mere elongated sword and a shield, a spear, or a dagger. Their swords were made like those of the warriors of the Crusades. For pillows they used pieces of wood from trees, fashioned like King Tut's golden headstand, and they slept on the ground. They roamed through the mountains behind camels, sheep, and goats, pitching the tents which their women wove from palm branches of the doom tree in the pastures close to the Shalatin well in the land of Egypt, at the border of the Kingdom of the Sudan.


In season, they would send their caravans southward into the Sudan, or westward to Qina where they would sell their camels and sheep and buy tobacco and seeds. The clans would contact each other, and delegates would stand in a circle agreeing on what to sell of the herds and what provisions and ornamentations needed to be bought. Then the delegates would get ready and mount the camels and lead their caravan along the trodden paths which their ancestors had leveled with their constant passing between the mountains. They could reach Qina on the Nile in five days and could reach the mountains of 'Ulba, overlooking the borders of the Sudan, in nine or ten days.


And when the time of return drew near, the Bashariyya and 'Ababida and others who had remained in the desert all came forth to meet the caravan. They would wait, inspecting the horizon, hoping to glimpse the caravan. Want and denial would have exhausted them, but the desire for the coveted market goods sustained them until the caravan arrived. Then they would celebrate, and the desert would become like a city where everyone shared in the cigarettes, perfumes, sweets, and grains.


During one such day, as the Bedouins sat in circles crosslegged, or on bent knees as if genuflecting in prayer, or leaning on one knee watching the horizon and awaiting the return of friends, a caravan of foreigners and high ranking officials and engineers, surrounded by a unit of the mounted Hagana armed with shotguns and whips, set out into the desert. From among the Bedouins they chose a few guides to lead the way through the mountains. And for a whole season, they proceeded to measure and inspect the mountains and ask their names and record all of this information.


Then they all left and disappeared for another season, after which a second caravan came. This time the outsiders brought heavier equipment and began looking inside the mountains as if searching for a treasure, an important and mysterious treasure of which the Bedouins knew nothing, although they lived close to it all the time.


At the beginning the Bedouins were filled with curiosity. Their curiosity was, however, not harmful. By nature they shunned strangers. They also refused to participate in digging into the mountain when those strangers tried to persuade them to do it. Some who were overcome by their curiosity worked as guides for the strangers, leading them into distant areas of the desert with their equipment and gear, to mountains and places that the strangers seemed to know by name. The majority of these strangers were foreigners, not of the same lineage as their ancestors in the upper regions of the South, or from the lineage of their descendants in the furthermost North. They were Westerners, men with red faces from beyond the sea.


Through the contact between these few curious Bedouins and the foreigners, the foreigners' secret was discovered. It soon became known to all the Bedouins that their mountains contained minerals which the foreigners were determined to exploit.


 


 


A certain Issa was one of the guides who had sold their intuitive knowledge of the mountains to the foreigners. It was Issa who had silently led Nicola's camel to the Darhib.


Issa had stopped twice on that long-ago morning. The first time was when they were about to leave the home of the Sheikh in Marsa 'Alam, before heading toward the mountain of Sukra. Issa stopped on some pretense in order to study Nicola, who was staring like a child at everything that caught his eye in this virgin desert. Issa at that time was fourteen, but his tribe had already entrusted him with his own dagger as recognition that he had reached his manhood. Even though he was young, he was shrewd enough to see a difference between Nicola and the other Westerners. Unlike the others, who came to take, Nicola impressed Issa as one who came to stay.


In those early days the mountains began to reverberate with the thunder of explosives and the hammering of tools. The mining tunnels became filled with workers whom the authorities helped bring from the Valley of the Nile to break the rock under the supervision of Western foremen. They set up a contradictory mode of life there which confused Issa completely. While the overseers and engineers camped in their elegant tents, drawing plans for the entrances to the caverns and passageways, with cooks to prepare their barbecued food, their fruits, and their canned vegetables, the workers in the caves and tunnels ate only what the overseers left for them. But the workers never complained. What attracted them to the hard work was the special wages: two piastres a day.
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