Chapter Three

ith the approach of autumn, the summer holidays-

came to an end. Hamid went away to school with

his brothers and as the days passed by he settled
down to his studies which began to occupy his mind. His
memories of the village and the people in it faded except when
he met travellers from his neighbourhood and was stirred to
ask about events. Did Zainab still remember him or did she,
like so many others, let the past lie fallow until the future
dispersed it? Did she feel anything of the meaning of separation
or did the present keep her from thinking about past times?

In fact they were both of a similar disposition. Oblivion
spread its cloak as they both became preoccupied with the
world around them. But when Hamid was alone and had the
opportunity to reflect on the countryside and its beauty, the
fields appeared before him as though he were present among
them. He would picture the gentle streams traversing the open
country, bordered by trees in their radiant attire and the water
wheels turning here and there, emitting their sad and plaintive
sounds. Sometimes he visualised the clear blue sky, split by
the light of the brilliant sun. And when it set, stars twinkled
in the heavens while the gentle breezes carried the happiest
of dreams to the resting world. Sometimes too, he remembered
Zainab and those whom he associated with her.

Zainab moved from one day to another in her usual manner,
each much the same as the day before and as time flowed
gently by, adding to the great age of the world, each brought
with it the dreams she needed to resign herself to the next.
Waiting patiently for her hopes to be realised she lool::ed.
expectantly to the future but as it came it passed, adding
another chapter to the history of time. _ _

Autumn drew to a close and no cro{g)s remained safe in the
helds of grass and clover stretching as far as the eye could see.
Empty of people and workers che land was now a pasture for

19



- ZAINAB N
animals that had laboured during the seagon_
gllfd they were of the rest Whigh nature grantednth ean§1 hoy,
looked as if they were on holiday, raising thejr healg' gy
time to time, bending the silent ear of nature with thei, fron,
Then the birds of the air would answer; turtledoves a‘;dnmse&
grouse pouring forth their winter warblings, singing osanq_
gentle melodies and filling the air with music to dispel l\llt in
©d return the world to a state of tranquillity. all feq,

In the corner of a field stood a shelter of dry stray y
now white after the wind and rain had washed it Cie:’ ite
dust and through the narrow opening which served as 3 dn of
black motionless shapes huddled within. A fire was a; h(t)o.r,
the hearth around which the fallaheen, their brown facgs Cin
visible beneath their cloaks, sat talking together, glad o fltlgt
warmth of the shelter and the protection it offered againsi
the strong winds which prevail at this time of year. Occasionally
one of the younger ones would go out to see to the catde

razing in the pastures and apart from the occasional passer-
Ey, the roads were deserted.

Just before sunset on one of those December days when
the cold chaps the face and teeth chatter, two boys were
returning to the village discussing what they intended to do
that evening:

‘Let’s go to the fakka* at Ammi Said’s house; said one. “We
can watch Mustafa and Ummu Saad’s daughter dancing

“That reminds me, replied the other. ‘It must be neatly
time for their wedding. The contract has been written for
almost two years now, although no one seems to know when
th‘f yvedding will take place.’ |
. Pve heard it will be about two weeks after Eid,* which s
in three days. So within twenty days they should be married!

The gathering had become something of a regular event
agd when Hamid came to spend Eid with his family he hear
about the music and dancing and wanted to witness it. o&

t

found a companion to accompany him and they se

: Viliage c;gathc:ring with music and dancing,
end of Ramadan, the month of fasting.
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cocether, laughing in anticipati

ho% i atore Maiin theirlz:;??h?f wﬁat the evening might
ilage they passed tﬁe oS Whqu the alley-ways of the
digniﬁed r.eminder of death and the TifeSEOOd > a Sile.nt and
prayer, Voices resound in veneration and0 Toxpﬁe i
devout remember what lies beyond thi : Tm ication as the
seck their pleasures and follow their r SkvlV otld in which men

The EWoO friends however, were unaffee(c::teilsslwaysi . .
youth without a thought for that fe » laughing in their
waiting for them as it lies waiting for usa;lslo%i day which lay
was to enter the hustle and bustle of Ammi S 'eclif anly concern
the shrill laughter of the village boys be tlraaé ds f}llo}lse where
hezéledness at;ld siﬁnplistic minds. yec Thelr empty-

rossing the t reshold with his co i :

before him a large gathering consisting ariln[iaolrsltl(;?{tiglan:fdb s,
Those girls who were present kept to the edge of t}}lre ra Oys(i
group, some of whom conversed eagerly while others sat u%g::l
or nodded sleepily. The only sad aspect to the mer gtnfoy
phere of this dancing-house, as day by day they arrx}t’ici ates(i
the approaching festival, was the dismal lamp which gast a
feeble glow over everything. The faces that appeared in the
reddish light were rugged from the harshness of the sun and
the .cold of winter, but although devoid of softness they still
retained their smiles. Drowning out the voices of those who
were 'talking was the sound of a darrabuka,* drummed by
experienced hands while the eyes of the attentive audience
focused on the dancers in the middle of the ring.

When Hamid saw the workers he remembered the days of
summer and on recognising a group of boys and girls whom
he had known at that time he strolled across to ask how the
zvork was going. They replied that things were no different
bfom before and no sooner had he left them than they turned

ack to their friends and forgot all about Hamid and his

qlllesnons. They wanted only to give themselves up to the

g}}fasures. of the moment—an opportunity not to be missed.
ere being no compensation for a lost hour of pleasure!

"A conical one-headed hand drum.
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Scanning the faces, Hamid. notiqed Zainab’s sistey stand;
st the wall, in conversation with one of her neighbou?g
a .
?-%e went over to greet her and ask about her sister b, Shse

! if Zainab was up on the roof, where she
did not kno"i’lé’ or whether she had gone home. In th:sﬁauy

ni
Zafts::;g he?, Hamid made his way throuih the closely Pacigg
group, with hardly an inch of space between them, p

dimbing the stairs he found Zaina.b by the bannister, alone
beneath the pitch-black cover of night. He stood beside he,
and with a gentle movement attracted her attention. Perturbeq
.t the loneliness she had evidently brought on herself by
leaving the noise and laughter of the house to sit alone at th
mercy of this winter night, it was no surprise when she turned
her head and he perceived her fixed eyes and obvious distrac.
tion. After a moment’s silence he said:

‘How are you, Zainab?’

But Zainab was too distanced from her surroundings to
reply and shifting her gaze to him, she responded Witi an
expression of such tenderness that Hamid was deeply touched.
Were it not for the utter blackness of the night, near the end
of the month, existence itself would have melted before such
a look but the darkness could not share the sentiments that
flooded Hamid’s soul in front of that pained expression.

‘How are you, Zainab?’

He repeated his question and feeling compassion he held
her hands in his and gave her a brotherly kiss on the side of
her forehead, aware tiat she was undergoing some kind of
distress from which there was no one to console her. Her
expression revealed that she accepted his sympathy with
mOfiesty and gratitude and when he saw her like that his
feelings grew stronger. He drew her towards him and began
g} tcliléeszsltle; Wﬁler@upon she losf .hers.elf coxppletely, unawaz
che Al lgwed fht € [l)fresent, and giving in to his gentle adva\nci
Sl e er;e to lean against him. But no sooner o
she beoe er that her heart was not her own to give th?

&0 to tremble and her wide eyes clouded with t€d®

which told of ¢} . e
appreciation she f:lts?grn i—slszlr;}ilcei_ was suffenng and also
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Time passes by while our hearts remain the property of
some other force, its power so great that we may wish to
devote our lives to it, but at the same time the knowledge
that we ﬁaHHOt dl}SIPOS_e of our hea'rts as we please saddens us.
This Spell o calth, with its happiness and suffering, joy and
despair, is beyond our control. Our destinies lie in the hand
of that other force and when we feel jts presence we shudder,
knowing that we are incapable of doing anything we want to
do by ourselves.

The darkness shroudinc% the world was pierced only by the
dim lamps which cast golden rays in narrow circles that looked
like wounds in the body of the night or primitive weapons,
unchanged through the centuries, to which the villagers turn
whenever the sky forsakes them. The power of the night
encompassed the whole of creation so that all creatures
submitted to its authority and stood equal before it. That
which was visible appeared obscure, edged with sorrow, and
the two silent figures in the night were overcome with
perplexity; one wanting to know what was troubling his
companion and the other, the beautiful one, suffering an
invisible torment which left her powerless and confused. In
this situation Hamid eventually broke their long silence with
a question about what had been happening during his absence
and with a sigh of contentment at merely knowing there was
someone in the world who cared for her, Zainab replied that
she was happy and that nothing had changed. Then they
reverted to their former quietude, turning their gaze in the
direction of the dancers and merrymakers. .

They sat together until the friend who had accompanied
Hamid called up to him and biddin% Zainab farewell he made
his way down the staircase, his soul filled with peace. But in
the midst of the noise of handclapping and the crazy merri-
ment of the fakka, his heart shuddered as t.he saqred feeling
that had filled his being while he sat with Zainab disappeared,
shattered by the boisterous activity around him. Retur mﬁl.g
along the road, however, he soon began to la,uih “l,llth lj
companion as they walked past the mosque ,‘f’."hlc SELLL BIQO
in the darkness, warning o death and the life to come.
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In the village, Aziza’s brother had arrived on the | "
spend the days of Eid in the country and when H aSt trajy,
of his presence he hastened to him and malclie ﬁfmd learnetg
They stayed ug gor a long time talking or Playinlg gregtings
backgammon before going outside to listen cards apg
the Qur'an recited elegantly by the fagih.* Tﬁgnsfﬁ ¢ Versesnodf
to their homes to rake an hour’s rest before Y Ieturneq
Alone on his bed Hamid reflected £ Sawrs
; e
during the evening: the communal haggh\;hat. he had ge,
\éillageb bﬁysdrevelled, the girls on the edge f)sf 131 W}}iCh the
ainab, hardly speakin d. : . € Ing a
yvith Aziza’s bZotEer, ‘hegaliowt?er anRtf)C?:lllllirxii Z[I)S Conve}'satigi
in this way he imagined a congusion of man Ollll,t Aziza an{
mostly slipped from his mind as qui kl y things, which
However, the significance of such rec qlll11C Y they came,
tant events take a more definite soh:;loin ° lshthat impor-
overshadowin n the memo
images of the % aﬁigrirznodf 11111(; conseliluence so that while tilyé
before passing into Oblivionrrygla cers only appeared briefly
silently by the bannister like a | the: imlage of Laindh stitin
Py T £ rll)lster ike a bronze statue, remained Hamicgi
have happenzzeto h};rhgfltsz'idniss and wondered what col
, ders, Saying to himselfz ‘Wellrll :zvﬁ en}:{ he shrugged his Shoul—
As for Zainab, she was still thi kiat as it got to do with me”
when the gatheri thinking about Hamid’s gentleness
0 come dawn ggtcslllrele to an end and her sister called her
maybe there really is somtrecllljl b'ICd at her feelings for him—
Eerceives what the senses fi ivine element in the soul which
ogi:shand affections tracincé 2?1;: ?nd tha}tl § W}Lat Euides e
though g or us the pat lives.
looking tog hinI;I ?md tried  to forget, the i]i)nageoo? uéaina
he wanted to kn or compassion filled him with h
b 0 know the reason behi with sympathy an
N own her to be contented i grlef. He had always
nglfened’ in front of all thand happy so what could have
¢ her feel that she g at boisterous merrymaking ©
one should bear the misery of B¢

world? Mayb :
ybe something had befallen her family which ha

* .
Quran reciger,
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saddened her, but what coyld possibl
who had always been poor and
Maybe someone had wronged her, ¢
this evenéng, but tgen who?

Hamid remained with his thoyght il i i
sahur* which he ate downstairs be oS time for
to continue his dreams. This time |

y have befallen 3 family
would always remain o2
ausing her to be withdrawn

brought him rest from his anxiety.

Later in the mornin%, Hamid was still preoccupied and
decided to go to the fields in the hope of ﬁndin? something

there to divert him. The farmlands spread out before his eyes,
covered with green clover and the new shoots of cereal crops,
tender but full of life so that when the wind passed over they
bowed before it as one body. The silky surface formed into
waves that rippled into the distance until becoming lost from
sight on the horizon. After walking a short distance he saw
smoke rising from the vicinity of one of the shelters and made
towards it, believing that a group of workers had lit a fire for
protection against the cold or to comfort themselves during
this, the last day of Ramadan.

Upon reaching them however, he found one of his uncles
looking on while the others roasted corncobs over the embers.
Hamif was shocked by what he saw but they were all laughing
merrily as they placed the cobs carefully and precisely on the
fire. Apparently they considered that this last day of Ramadan,
the feast of young people as it is called, was exempt from any
obligation to fast. As for Hamid’s uncle, he took a fresh, ripe
cob of corn and offered it to him smiling. Hamid knew that
he should not just sit there and witness their arrogant behav-
iour but all he could do was look at them with contempt. If
only they had concealed their shameful conduct, ,b}lt lt.hey
were doing it openly with no regard for anyone else’s fee mgg
and even Hamid’s own uncle dared to offer him a cornco

" Last meal before daybreak during the month of Ramadan.
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he knew that he was fasting. It w

wanted to show just how litth ise though |

hich his family had been Comrcnairtiddfo
e

¥ his
r th
fOr S(?

when
action he
obligation to W
many generations.

Hamid left them, making his way th
he arrived at the bank of a stream vglhi ﬁough the fields
waiting to be dredged. H ch was dry and ot
g edged. He stared for a while then | empty
he saw the clouds disperse, allowing the sun t ooking Up’
FP%H the %Var}tlh apd .transform the dull appe:r;ast its ray
andscape. When it disappeared again, the world nce of tfy
that state of resigned sadness in which it had f) reverted
morning and as this scene re d i ad been since
morning and as pcared ifself, Hamid was s
nR some d1v§r51on from his own concerns was able 1o
th.etrai:m.g his steps to the house at the end of th
is relatives were playing backg 1 of the day, some
and he sat watchi ammon with Aziza’s b
o his room OC lﬁg them until he became wea 3 brother
band him sc;m it i way _he passed his sister Whgy sta i
some of his frichisr %V\}lehlclr}: tlﬁﬂé@d out (o be greetizlg)fefd n
she was looki . When he had read th |55 Hom
hol d‘ﬁ; S(c))(r)nkénc% ;g?r)}’l pleased -With herself and};i ?ﬁélced th.a t
horsdlf s e hs e asked if she had received an was .Stlll
e b ow much she liked to corres ong gfeﬁtlr}gs
ime 10 do s an}cfi' gnd with her friends whenpshe fWIt dhlm
ence with her broth ecause she often shared her ound th
him what was in heer},1 Hamid sensed that she wanig(r:lresp%nd‘
she gave him to rerd and. On opening the three ¢ dto Sh.o‘ﬁ
two of her school fa. , one was from Aziza, th a}rl e
3t the st o riends and as he held Az" - Others frgm
2 the message she had written inside i¢ b s card, oot
vant. It oc er might have noticed h t he began to tremble,
sister tookcilir?ed 0 },ﬁm to keep the ud S;le beex} more obscr-
not to lose anygor?l hflm and heﬁi omf,a; f.oil ﬁlmself buF his
reluctantly, to | ¢ of her greeting card tightly, determine
re ake n he Wa:ta{l(f; k?ephit. s so Hamid was oblige®
awaken € In hj 15
come witﬁdhand he wished s‘;iot?lm’ Hamid’s desire for Azizd
er brother to spend han his heart that she had
the days of Eid in the village-
ef

But h
she had
not come ay W
’ preferring instead to stay .
.
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mily in the town even though she knew how stronel
glt fc};r her! Such hopes and fesires, which fill the hegc{s }(l)ef
rowing young men, occupied him for a long time until he
Dassed into delightful dreams in which he imagined everything
Ee wished for, planning a life of love with Aziza always by his
side. He was only brought back to reality by a considerable
commotion in the courtyard and looking towards the West,
he saw the sun sinking to its rest as though it sympathised
with the hungry world and wished to gladden it by Eringing
t0 a close this last hour of Ramadan. A moment later someone
knocked on his door calling him to join them.

All his family were gathered together, one staring at the
horizon in order to determine with his own eyes when the
day had come to an end while another looked anxiously at
his watch and a third stood with eyes closed, waiting for the
last remaining minutes of the fast to pass. A fourth gazed at
the rooftops as though there were something new there despite
having seen them so many times while the younger ones could
hardly keep their eyes off the table, laden as it was with plates
of delicious food and sweetmeats which made their mouths
water.

No sooner had Hamid taken his place among them than
the voice of the muezzin rose above the silence of the village,
proclaiming the return of freedom, and when they heard it
they sighed in contentment and expressions of happiness
appeared on their faces. |

% ok X%

The following day was the Bayram, the end of Ramadan h(.)l‘iday,
when people visit one another and exchange the tradltlor.lal
greetings, replacing the silent resignation of the .world with
activity and merriment. There were smiles on the lips of all the
villagers as they passed to and fro along the roads, shaking hands
with everyone they met, wishing each other a happy new year
and good health and entering the houses of acquaintances an

telatives to share with them the gaiety of the occasion. From
time to time groups of girls and women emc:lr%ed from the alley—
Ways bearing gifts of food on their heads. They wore their red
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’ hawl d their sh
x i lack shawl round their shqy o
gallabiyas,’ S‘Zime;?eﬁﬁybone after another or side by Sidde er ’j‘“f
as the}’walk;l pien tones which expressed their contengs
talked toge feiren ds they would stop to exchange reeting, bm
On meeting fr ed to let the air ring out with thejr laughre, -
:;rlzrte }:ngr;sgg; lest it should be said of them that they ere
wanton. : ,
i rly and after praying the Eid rayer b.
Hamlcieggi:feulzhgie };vho had come to greet him,p some Iéf
Wﬁnt towishe d him a long life while the older ones laugheg
Wdonv:rished him a bride in his bosom by the next Bayram
fl[r}llen with a group of companions he joined the villagers i,
their Eid celebrations, walking the streets from end to eng,
stopping here and there to driqk coffee b.efor'e moving on and
whenever he saw a group of glrlg, Har}ild dﬁi nohngglea to
' ha new year. Sometimes he called oyt g
:ﬁls]e glee?(lnjw bg%};me bu}; they would lower their eyes, and
covering their faces with their elegant hea.dscam'?s, return his
greetings briefly before continuing on their way in an orderly
fashion. When Zainab passed by in one of these groups Hamid
looked at her but said nothing although her presence among
the other girls, who were all from the same family, attracted
his attention and that of some Of}; his frienzds w}golcal}i:jll a(;ug
“There’ll be a husband for you this year, Zainab. Ins :
This did nothing to altf:ry her earnest expression and slzie
walked on with her young companions, looking straight ahea' :
her dark eyes shining beneath the arches of her eyebr(()i“s-
Hamid, who knew nothing of her situation and wanted to
find out asked one of his friends:
Is Zainab to be married then?’
To which his companion replied: .
"They say Ammi Khalil wants to engage her to his son

assan, and if you want my opinion I think she’s very luctlgn
Their conversation was interrupted by another ln"‘g‘nc
to drink coffee and they all sat together on a low stone b€

* Loose ankle-length garments,

. . . 11 2
ustomary Muslim ¢xXpression meaning ‘God willing’.
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covered with a mat, while the sun’s rays shone on their faces
making them look even more radiant and joyful. The sunlight
el on the old white c.lothes of the fallaheen which they kept
o wear on these special occasions and for a few hours they
escaped the. continuous hardshiT of their existence. Having
enjoyed their company for a while Hamid and his friends got
up to complete their tour in order to be home by noon so
that they could rest a little before the afternoon prayer, after
which the visits would begin again.

Hamid was happy on that festive day, glad to be free after
the restrictions of the fast had been lifted and to return to
his normal routine, sleeping at night and active by day. Happy
also in believing that Zainab was soon to find a good match,
something rare for girls of her station. As long as they did
not wish for anything more than comparative comfort, what
was in store for Zainab would be more than she could hope
for. Hamid seemed to forget that as long as there are desires
and longings in the human soul and that selfish emotion called
love exists between men and women, it is not unlikely that
we may find ourselves miserable, even in the lap of luxury.



PART TWO

The harvested land, like a great cleft, seemed astonished in
its nakedness, having so vecently been the habitat of such
luscious plants.



C/mpter | Ong

The day was awaiting the sun to dispe]
ness and bring warmth to the people W}LO gﬁfvcei;scllc};sdf}:g_
jostled one anot.her in the streets on their way to work. Th}e’
city was awakening from a long cold night which many inhab-
iants had passed in silence with neither lamp nor star to
comfort them. The only sounds they heard were the voices of
the watchmen in the alleys, calling out to one another from
tme to time and bringing some degree of security into the
black of night.

In that hour, as the world was coming back to life, Hamid
awoke completely relaxed from a peaceful, dreamless sleep.
He dressed slowly then went to his studies to which he
applied himself diligently and in return he derived a certain
amount of pleasure from his work so that by day he did not
need to concern himself with anything else. In the evenings
he would sit up with his brothers and friends discussing a
variety of unrelated topics one after another. They conversed
without constraint, laughing contentedly as they talked or
listened, happy with themselves and the lives they led. When
Hamid was alone in bed, images filled his head and the fac.cs
of people he had known in the past appeared before him in
the darkness. In some he saw kindness and beauty; others
were serious and dignified. Then he would pass from this
great assembly into a wholesome sleep in which he spent his
nights. Qccasionally, among the many thoughts that came
0 him, the idea of marriage cropped up- Although he }:’V as
still young enough to regard it as a distant prospect: ¢ ere
Was 1o other context in which to express his longing or
conjure up the fantasies of love and happiness .whlch a;e ;0
?uCh a part of being young. S0 when the image O l:
We oved came to him in the darkness he wo}nld mlll?glr:ever |

3 embracing her and proceed in a way n€ co

I n the great capital at the beginning of winter . . .

89
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self, had he not considered thyg o

ve allowed hims e
e fucure bride.

> his
she would be his i |
Bur the days were filled with scrious work and Hamig,

notion that marriage was somgt'hmg f(?l: the future gradual|

his dreams. 'The world which he had preyigyg
agined to be sccnl't'd’ \YirPlllorvL:r's .:md Ta‘t-lllm]tcd yvith love
became a calm and peaccful p *‘“l "“,“W‘”“ 1¢ found b
greatest pleasure in work and thoug . ‘]1(: pc9plc, places ang
cvents that occupicd him now became the focu.si of his attey-
ion and as he absorbed himself in his academic pursuits g
they dominated his mind and heart. Amqng the books he
read were some concerning women a nd marriage which opened
his mind to concepts quite different from his original Eclicfs
and he began to sce married life as something dull and monot-
onous, with no appeal, convinced it was only man’s inherent
foolishness that had led him to believe there was any joy or
happiness to be found there. Searching his mind for a couple
he might know who had found in the official bond of marriage
the happiness they had hitherto hoped for, his discoveries only
strengthened his conviction and he came to regard that bond
as just another of those chains of custom to which man
becomes attached simply because others have done so before
him. When one’s forefathers and contemporaries, rich and
poor alike, scholars or fools have adopted this custom and
given it the sanctity of history, man in Eis stupidity considers
it one of life’s blessings.

Consequently Hamid’s memories of Aziza declined day by
fia)’ and althouih she sometimes appeared in his dreams, the
idea of bei'n% eside her did not arouse his emotions o
}'cawal:ten his former desire. Instead he found a great emptiness
in whl.ch to lose himself so that even when he was beset by
Conlf;l.lsmn or anxiety, he contented himself with oblivion, of
n;):e (int ljessl. When he thought of Zainab however, he remer”
of th lc pleasant hours they had spent together in the midst

| grorous countryside, ‘surrounded by trees and strea™

and the birds deljoh . d by Seat
of romance inc(f ;,galgggg.them with their loving melodies, fu

ese ho : . . )
urs, in Hamid’s view, had brought them close ¢

ne (lily

quicrcncd



ZAINAB 91

h other and the memory of them still held some

eacll ¢

fOrRl:tl:r'ning home from his studies one dg
. outdoor clothes and put on the whit

hlli-oh he wore in the house. As he sat

0 lccoffee his servant brought him, a group of his school

che ds called to visit him. Laughing amongst themselves, they

fﬂi?red the room and greeted him in one breath:

en . ’

‘A laikum.

‘ﬁs (Sialae?c: be with you, replied Hamid. ‘Are you all well?
\X/hartl ar}; you up to?” Then calling to his servant: ‘Make some
more coffei, bf?}’!, ds answered:

is friends ans : .

%1112 ?(furlsofrus met by chance and thought it would be
isit you. You've become quite a philosopher of late,
i 50 v131ft e to be by yourself. What'’s it all about? Llstfzn,
always Ic)irfl C,It'rlafllrgea dy know, Asad Effendi is getting married
if you didn 5 k to go to the wedding

tomorrow and we've come to ask you to g
Wlsé:tst.ing married? Why? The p oor Wretc‘h!’ bout that too

“Yes and you’re not going to phllosophls'e, abou
are you? I should say he’s a very lucky man! d five cups, one

Fﬁ;e servanc encered with 'the Clgﬁeei t;iZt?en from his pocket
for each of them. Ali Effendi took a ¢ gKh lil. But no sooner
and lit it, then offered one to Sheikh Kha ds him with the
did Ali Effendi stretch out his hand 'tovaal;n shim o
cigarette box than Hassanin snatched cit rrcl)ou b How could

‘God forbid! You “sheikhs” are iree e t(f;Finstead!’
you think of smoking? Go and ta e yﬁurbingn to defend his

irred Sheikh Khalil who beg e —

These words stirre , to a flow of eloquenc
habit with all his might, breaking int h he might liken his
i g ol untun:ied 22 Z?hésery possible a’IILUSiO?,

d he made u ink of, Then to
rbrﬁ:i( E?)Yiflralgdge of speech he COUId‘ thllrilc P(ilt his hand
4 i f what he was saying X hree times
demonstrate the truth o tapping t .
In his pocket and brought out a Sman;::i, it slowly and takm%
with his forefinger on the lid. He ope d his head slightly 2
2 pinch berween his fingers, he incline

significance

¥ Hamid took off
¢ gallabiya and skullcap
thinking, and drinking
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losed one nostril with the tip of his fin .
he closed o0 The snuff flew violently up ier and Sniffeq

with the other. iS nogel
¢ The

frer giving the other nostril its fill he returned the ;

liicfing plage and took out a blue handkerchief Whif;}:lﬂ to it
between his hands ready to use when the need aroge € helg

Hamid, who had been staring silently at the flooy
his gaze back to the group when the commotion h’adurc?ed
down, only to repeat the thought that occupied his m; dl-ed

‘Soh;‘&sad,Effendi is getting married tomorrow . | .nP(;()r
wretch! . .. .

But Sheikh Ali interrupted him saying:

“The prophet, peace and blessings be upon him, said: “M
and multiply and I shall take pride in you, amor; Oiﬁr)'
nations on the day of resurrection”.” And Alj Eﬂ-'enc%i afer
clearing his throat, countered: S

“Why do think him so unfortunate?’
. ﬁsni (;};Zlgﬁgd.something had been unleashed inside him,

A man looks for happiness in marriage because he find
his own lonely life so unbearable that he wishes to exchangz
Ltuftbr ﬁnothﬁ:r; ﬁHe thinks the new life will be better for him
" aliW efn the hrSL few days of delusion have passed and the
I ha?; Osezvrci’;deinasvji?lniobeggdm @ Cear herle{lriltedly Legrits.
;erltievedht.:he happiness he dreamefiocl)l}ei?ln;arriagoeviz a(l)l t}?:

nership seems to do i : )
s o o s b pope v fom
offspring suffering all manner of afflioton from the day o
their birth, dop’t o ner of affliction from the day o
that they Were bg?;l; ch jolrr)’ for them and regret the fact
wretched. Our fathers and ater on in life we are no le
years are the best ancsi aﬁ our Old. people t.ell us that ouf
Well. if P _that youth is the springtime of lie.
I've experienced hsp ring of life, with all the bitterness th?
in the futyre? If’ then by God, how wretched shall I becom¢
with themselves . the young sometimes wish to do a“l’a}’
with this desire? (V)V Ogt the days and nights of old age be fille
in our eyes, and r do they tell us this simply to appeat brave
’ worthy of our admiration?’



ZAINAB
23

The tone of Hamid’s voice was full
Hassanin took up the cfo.nvcrsatlon:

It seems tlo me nlly. riend that we spoil the enjoyment of
life for ourselves and ruin our chances of happiness on cartly
Personally, [ think we could live happily from the firg days
of our life to the.last if we lived among people with real fi C)]’;
ings, following different customs to thosc of our own socicty.
Our people renounce the world and ignore it, looking at the
things around them with cold hearts which stubbornly refusc
to love anything beautiful. They regard life from 2 distance,
fearing everythin% and shrinking from situations which might
disclose their feelings, while all the time their souls become
eaten away with despair, and misery is cngrained upon their
faces. Yet they consider any alternative a digression into the
realm of sin and temptation.

‘Maybe I would agree that our system of marriage docs not
produce the bliss we dream of but it is up to each of us to
strive for something else if we are sure that we are right. After
all, if people only follow the customs of the past how will the
world advance? Nevertheless, I don’t entirely agree with your
opinion. I believe that marriage supplies a %ramework for
happiness and that it is the best system we could devise to
maintain our species in the greatest security and wellbeing we
could hope for.

‘Imagine the situation which you envisage. Helpless children
who do not know their fathers, and women with no one to
support them in their times of weakness, in the midst of this
urban life with all its pressures and demands. Consider the
exhausted man returning from his job, looking for comfort
in the words of a loved one but finding only others like himself
while our women work to earn their livelihoods in order to
look after themselves and their children. Surely you would
4gree that there is no happiness for a man without a woman
who loves him at his side, and no happiness for a woman with-
out a devoted man to care for her. b chanees
hig manity is noesufficencly developec o £1OX Ll
M demand. Our situation today Is ¢ ot 7l

®, of millions of years. You can nevet deny the p:

of wo, whereupon
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o wrongs, even if you don’t ackno ,
all its rights anfi orkgto change some of our Cu;"ok;-gsc .
lationships between men and wo;n.d
elements which are lacking. That’s the | ‘h“
thing to do and change is po.ssib.le. How much happinchE
there could be within the family if only people understoqg
what “family” really means. How contented they would b,
in ways they cannot now concetve. Although the true meap;y,
is lost to us at present you should not regard the concepr of
“family” as just another manifestation of conflict and hopeless.
ness. Our lives may be plagued by bitterness ang
disappointment but that is due to our incorrect upbringing‘
Do you think that a boy who takes on such a load when he
is only sixteen years of age will be anything but an old man
in his twenties? Then, after childbirth, women experience
nothing of the world except from within the walls of their
houses, so that marriage becomes literally what is quoted from
the traditions of the prophet: “Marry and multiply . .

‘Let young people love without being chained by customs
to which too much importance is attached. The long future
awaits with burdens which they can never imagine in the days
of their youth.’

Ali Effendi joined in the discussion:

‘Asad Effendi will marry tomorrow as thousands have
married before him, just as you yourself will one day mary.
Picture in any way you wish the wife that you want. Make
her an ideal of perfection and beauty and create for yourself
a wonderful kingdom which you think will be yours. Yet after
marriage she will be just another woman and you will be
neither happy nor sad but the same as everybody else. If you
could clip the wings of your youthful ideals and live more !f
the world of reality, you would see the truth of what 1 537

‘Some time ago, when I was studying in France, I knew?
girl who was a waitress in a restaurant. On my return aft?f 4
{ew months away she was no longer there and when I enqui®
Ca\?’eas fi(.r)llccil that she had married a boy who was a waitef 1 i

' what was the reason for this marriage? They v

their savings together and opened a shop which they Work¢
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y endently for more profit. Similar
inacp

) le get married every day
work}ll‘::gr [fueto 50 m%lke the most of their p
OO’Ct

ly, in our country,

not to ljve happily

ossessions. Of course
0 an likes a woman to care for him and share hi problems

) ma:s 2 woman wants to be looked after ip her times of
st

d in this way each helps to make the other’s share
weakﬂl:i’; ;l lighter. But it would be a mistake to belieye that
of Prf from other classes achieve more from marriage than
Pﬁz 4 Icf chance decrees that a husband and wife should find
tnis.

themselves in love they may enjoy some happiness, but this
i« the exception and rarely does it last!
1S

Night had begun to take the place of day‘ and darkpess
oradually filled the room where they sat. Ou.tSIde’ the mina-
" shrouded in mist as the muezzins cllmb§d up inside
rﬁts Wzrrfd a few moments later they raised their voices to brez}k
Eh:n;till silence of the air with their ce_dls to lilrayer. H'arrx;gi.
raised his eyebrows and in a sad but placid tone he mti.rmuthali

‘Are dreams of love, I Wo'nder; any easier to realise
dreams of happiness in marriage?

: his friends
ir conversation over, Hamid bade farewc?ll to
;[thte}llre Ccloor and returned, his heart heavy Wldfl care;iiea;aé
down and stared at the pictures in his room o p}’fi;li od by 50
other ancient monuments which, a'lthough su;ctiee o
many generations, still appear novel in the eye OhiS Eodin bis
Then his thoughts drifted far away and resting I
hands he became oblivious to everything unti
- d
i ggﬁen it was time for bed he Stmtclheqtshg?;eilsfi(;l:gﬁ?a“
closed his eyes, his mind racing to the limi sleep he opened
fion. But on finding it impossible to geﬁ u und. Eventually
them again and gazed into the dar.kness a lar(l){ed out into the
¢ got up to pull back the curtains and loodark and the cold
blackness of a starless sky. It was completfli y beyond. Pressing
ﬁanes of glass revealed nothing of What a}{e stood there lost
s burning forehead against the window

" though, recalling the days of the past. began to fall,
ut gf tth???illlr?egss 2 wind blew up and rain Deg
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96 ' —— th.at he could_hea
9 ot the wmf(;:"%ﬁnetimes it fell gently, its Soung
ic thud on the 8 ?:hf-in driven by the storm}; the contjp,
rhyg:g;écthan 4 Wﬁiiiiéd in volume—and all the while -
no ing 1N lete , .
uous patterl 'ned compilc . tSide, his dreams were Inter.
dark.ness'renglthe commotlot r(;ll:)ries of the happy hoyys he
Listening moment, but m d the times he had revelled
fUPted foile he side of Zainab an fHooded back. The rainfa||
haLC}l SPCfn rtltk;}s’i;s about Aziza SZ;nas Hamid stayed up, algpe
in his ra ans ' : b
glla)’ed g theh};s uvffllglilr:in the nelghizigghzzoa‘;z:ﬁ':gﬂfi};
with his thoug rtel,bl}’ asleep. When L breaking through .
else was C‘?me?ned a glimpse of lig t’reveal i)
l(l)addhew(}illiscch gradually diSpeﬁseeie:i’by walls became visible
ouds ; i st
an e pcsilll\:v%dfla};ainwatef- qum i re}sltairficilscirf
and roofs gleamuzd to be heard, so lf;eehnf Sg;ivtv the roer o
L back to bed where he
Spis Hamld’dwlf(r)lﬁndless dreams. d. He attended his
theﬁlught;mnlloming his mind ha;il cl.eareal.ld ST e
& I time
: ing home at the usu she hours o
studies, returning ) drew to a close, b
. As winter lost to the night
the days passed byl im back what they had lost A
b 1m dCK W . M ts of €
e e e
aintg Eoet aet smiling faces could llae see,?hénworld éldvemccdf
C \ -
meii B respme(}e:‘:i;g" eg)e’h?naclic the frowning 35}1) e;ltor?g
SOMRISE e sprﬁngs,a rose in the great trees, lantcfon e
winter and as the sap tal, they prepared o
some of the streets of the capital, . -
, bes. . ther time
fregh greici:rr;lés Hamid was assailed by memories, at f Zainabs
o letely. When he heard news 2 nt-
he forgot the past completely. erity and conte
marriage he prayed that she might find pﬂ()isp me happiness ©
menfg. Hi ho;;led to}(; t}l:at she W?L}lllgr ?irfl‘e S(;hat monotonous
comtort her through the years o —

ealthily
life which ends it begins, while death creeps up St

leaVC
. weE

all the time, Ag the last vestiges of youth disappeat,

behind those days

‘o 10
desire
of beauty and love and an eager

' it
ya
swept a5
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experience the world. Moving on from that phase of infatu-
ion Wwe enter a state o.f sombre serenity or what may be
alled serious understanding. Then something akin to sadness
mingles in the .depths of our being as we resign ourselves to
our fate. Looking on in bewilderment, time flies before us
,nd we arrange our affairs so that its passing might be easier
until life is nothing more than a waiting room which we
fnally degart‘ on the wings of a bird that carries us to our
ultimate destination. |

Hamid remembered Zainab and her glances and wished
her health and happiness. Then came the spring. The world
laughed, the days lengthened, the trees were adorned and the
sun grew stronger after its winter languor. An atmosphere of
expectation prevailed, bringing joy to all creatures after the
period of inertia. The flowers diffused their scents, wafting
sweetness into the air and imbuing the hearts of men with
pure fragrances which intoxicate the soul. Caressed by such
2 breeze we can only feel love for everything growing on the
face of the earth or moving in the air. Hamid%egan to frequent
the outskirts of the city where nature, rearranged by the hand
of man, had a pleasant, comely appearance as opposed to the
wild beauty of virgin lands. Green fields and gardens with
blossoming trees stretched out by the side of the great river
where waves rolled gently past, following each other along
with the currents from places far away until they become part
of the sea.

On one occasion Hamid met a friend and they strolled
along together discussing the landscape that had been plapned
out by the tyrants during the days of despotism, to be enjoyed
today by the descendants of the oppressed. Finding pleasure
in their conversation they forgot about the time until the
sun began to sink in the West. The windows in the houses
on the opposite bank lit up and a beautiful roseate hue covered
the river as the glow of evening appeared on the horizon. The
%i(;lgsen disc of the sun descende.d quickly to its restfar;ld reﬂte;::r~

of street lamps danced gaily on the surface of the wa .
tr;’:afs the hour when nature brings forth the nlght.dAftG}:lrat ei
orewarnings of darkness the great abyss descends, shap
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become obscure and the evening breezes flow to ¢}, b
men, invigorating their minds and souls. HaPpinee Carts o
were in the air and smiles of tranquillity and ¢o $s ang joy
were painted on the lips of the two companions Atentme,

Turning on their heels they returned the oy h
come, as happy as they could wish themselves z’ tbe}’ had
while they walked, Hamid reflected that the beay © fe. Ang
outshone all other beauty even though the Sprintyo- Datype
desire to be united with a loved one who would b% stirred hi
in him in the same way that he wished to be Co&i’:;ggle.d
| it

her.



PART THREE

From behind the battling clouds the sun broke through to
send its rays over the earth, casting its light over the fields
and roads which basked in an ocean of life and beauty.




Chapter Five

tending to her household affairs, Zainab’s

P arthf;f 1203\5 spent z(:Enost of her time by her daughter’s

1‘}5; She kept her husband informed and sometimes

l himself to see how she was, but Zainab could not
him without an expression of pained reproach that
his heart and which he almost understood. Ummu
devoted herself to looking after Zainab, leaving her

Iyt the obligatory times of prayer when she would go to
ora; in her room. At night Hassan stayed with his wife and
Ehc had no need of anyone else.

A cloud of sadness hung over the house and the faces of
Jll who came or went showed signs of grief. Even the dust-
coloured sun which sent a pool of rays round the bed where
Zainab lay, seemed sad as if it were aware of the anxious hearts
that its light embraced. The leaves of the acacia trees in front
of the house had blackened and when the wind blew through
the branches they swayed dolefully, shaking their heads in
SOLTOW.

Sometimes Zainab was visited by her friends, full of the
freshness of youth, but on seeing them she remembered her
own days of freedom—and how bitter to be reminded of our
former strength and beauty in the days of our decline and
Weakness!' When they departed, they left behind a broken-
heartefi girl whose tears of anguish flowed from her wide eyes
and trickled down her pale cﬁeeks.

Every day the cough made her weaker until she was so thin

at i ;
ac'é in bed there was virtually no trace of her except for her

Perceivin

he went
look at
struck

Jiy?

ceiving nothing but misery all around him, Hassan finally
Cg;%?trigi and went to tell the magistrate about his wife’s
long ik lf Mmagistrate criticised him for leaving her so
WitE Hasout’ ¢ing seen by a doctor but the fault for this lay

"8 parents who had always replied whenever he

207
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suggested treatment: ‘God is our doctor. Our Lord cures . | »
So Hassan’s mother had continued to burn incense and alyy
convincing herself and everyone else that Zainab was merel}’r
suffering some evil visitation which would soon pass away if
God so wished.

But God did not wish and Zainab had continued to grow
weaker until Hassan was obliged to resort to the village magis-
trate to complain of his parent’s obstinacy. The magistrate did
not hesitate. He ordered the telephone clerk to request the
provincial doctor to come at once and Hassan promised to
provide everything that was required when he arrived.

The doctor came on the first available train, reaching the
village as the sun entered its last quarter. The magistrate greeted
him warmly and called for a servant to make coffee while they
exchanged pleasantries. The doctor was a good-humoured man
and his youthfulness endeared him to the people of the district
who always welcomed him cheerfully with open smiles on
their faces. When the formal greetings were completed and
the two men had drunk their coffee they began to talk for a
long time about politics. They upheld the opinion of the party
they belonged to and supported the newspaper to which they
both subscribed, believing their representatives to be almost
infallible. In praising their leaders, they enhanced their conver-
sation with appropriate expressions of acclaim and admiration
as they recalled the most recent articles written by their polit-
ical heroes. At the same time they scorned the politicians of
the other parties, considering them all to be totally misguided,
if not actually insane: |

“They would never have permitted the publication of that
article two days ago. They’re clever at talking but actually do
nothing!’ | .

“They argue every word, kick up a fuss over every little
thing, repeating “long live” and “down with” until they give
themselves and everybody else a headache. Meanwhile the
English and the Khedive remain in their positions of power.

In this manner they discussed the leaders of the parties, the
ministers of Fovernment and the government officials, espe-
cially those of their district. Then the doctor told a story about
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chief of police who const‘antly Hattered the Governor of
thz province and who was invariably hypocritical. This so
sed the magistrate that he stood up to embrace his
Po‘in nion—the least reward he could bestow on him for
sidiculiﬂg the libertine Who forced th.e magistrates at his meet-
ings 10 make contributions to meaningless causes, buy books
fat they did not need and subscribe to newspapers which
they despised. Although they had to be content with the
decisions of the chief of police and accept what he said, at
least in defaming him they found some relief from their
burdens! So the two friends indulged themselves freely, each
exchanging one story for another until they had had their fill.
When the doctor asked why he had been called out, because
he was in a hurry and wanted to board the eight o’clock train,
the magistrate finally ordered one of the guards to summon
Hassan Abu Khalil.

The sun descended in the sky and as if unable to control
its movement, sank quickly towards its resting place. The wind
shook the branches of the trees and palms, rustling the leaves,
and on the surface of the pond the waves grew bigger as they
approached the bank, then disappeared. As far as the eye could
see the roads were virtually deserted except for the main road
where the women passed to and fro, carrying their earthenware
jars on their heads. ‘They walked slowly and deliberately, their
bodies swaying from side to side with every step and in the
hazy distance they appeared like angels of the vast spaces over
which they strode. The silence which reigned over the coun-
tryside encompassed the village where all was %uiet and calm.

Hassan came quickly. After waiting anxiously for hour§ he
was at his wits end. He hung his head gloomily and thq signs
of sadness upon him touched the hearts of the magistrate
and the doctor. The magistrate asked him to sit down and
tell the docror what was the matter—but what was there o
ts:ll? That Zainab was sick, her condition pitiful and the very
Sight of her made his eyes stream and his heart weep? Th,ai
tvery day she grew weaker than the day before and the gir

¢ had once known to be healthy, strong and beautiful “ﬁls
Wasting away? Was it in the power of the young doctor who
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sat twiddling his fingers and looking at Hassan sympatheti-
cally; to relieve her affliction and restore their peace of ming
so that they might enjoy life once more and find some

meaning to existence?

When the doctor and Hassan reached the patient’s bedside
everyone left except for Zainab’s mother. The doctor’s first
question was whether any member of her family had been
taken ill in the past but her mother was there before him
strong and healthy, and her father was no less active. So he
enquired whether there was anything she wanted, to which
she said ‘no’, then he asked about a number of routine matters,
none of which received a convincing reply. Finally he requested
to be left alone with her whereupon he proceeded to banter
like 2 mother coaxing a child, hoping to find out anything
she might reveal. But he was far from satisfied with the answers
he received and maybe he was asking for more than she could
give. Whatever faith we may have in a doctor and his science,
we can never easily divulge something for which we think we
will be blamed, however confident we may be that our trust
will not be betrayed.

Having despaired of Zainab’s answers the doctor asked her
to cough, but no sooner did she raise herself up to respond
to his request than she was beset by the most severe fit of
coughing she had yet endured. When the doctor saw the pus
that she spat out afterwards he raised his eyebrows and
shrugged his shoulders as if to say: ‘It’s too late for a cure,
now that the illness has reached its most crucial stage.” But it
made him shudder to see this girl, on whom the remnants of
a former resplendent beauty were still visible, shrivelling up
and hastening to her death.

Looking upon her with compassion, he explained that there
was still great hope of recovery but that it depended on her
telling him what was raging in her breast. Zainab sighed, her
wide eyes full of entreaty and supplication which made him
pity her even more. She wanted to tell him what he needed
to know but she hesitated and withdrew as if her story were
too sacred to be shared with another human being. Noticing
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the doctor encouraged her by all possible means

her NS oreed to tell him 2 little about herself. In fact he

| she egd ‘0 hear very much and after reassuring her, he

did noé rzhe others back into the room and went outside,
allowee d by Hassan.

fOlﬁ:@ihcy Lrossed the stretch of land that separated the magis-

s's house from the rest of the village, the sun had begun
ittrs Jescent and the shadows of the buildin%s lengthened. The
15t signs of night appeared in the sky although its blueness
emained, clear and untainted, reflected in the pond where
he breeze stirred the waves that followed one another across
the surface of the water.

In the magistrate’s house, the doctor took out his pen and
notepad and wrote a prescription which he gave to Hassan.
He told him to purchase the necessary medication from the
pharmacist first thing in the morning and to follow the instruc-
tions precisely, at the same time advising him that his wife
should spend at least two hours outside every day before
sunset,

Hassan left them and when they were alone the magistrate
asked the doctor about his patient’s condition, to which he
replied:

‘Well although it’s true that she may get better, it’s also
possible that she will not.’

Then they discussed other matters until it was time for the
train that would take the doctor back to his district.

X % %

Hassan. made sure that his wife took her medicine in accord-
ance with the doctor’s instructions and that she went out every
Zidb:éwien midday and the time of afternoon prayer. He

e nt at sh§ should go to their own ﬁ§lds, so the next

4 luncl?m’lﬂlzamab set out w1th.H.assans sister who carr}ed

spent o ey found Hassan sitting under a tree, having
sowing Eornmg ploughing the l'and in readiness for the
their é iy € new cotton crop. Beside him the two bu‘lls. ate
er and in the middle of the field the ﬁ)lough divided

t e ri s . o
ght side which was unturned from the left which was
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covered with tilth. When he had eaten his lunch hjs sister
returned to the house and Hassan resumed his work, leavi,

Zainab to sit by herself. Looking out across the lands belonging
to Sayyid Mahmoud, she remembered the day she had almo
passed out and Ibrahim had sprinkled water on her face while
she rested in his arms. She imagined him in the fields, looking
round as he used to do, then figging his spade in the ground
ﬁnd gazing towards her as though inviting her to come to

im.

In the opposite direction Hassan drove the plough, cutting
the dry earth into strips and teasing the bulls occasionally
with his whip. The animals pulled with all their might, scat-
tering clods of earth on either side. Reaching the end of one
line Ee would lift the plough on its side before twisting it
onto the next and in this way he would continue for the
rest of the day, backwards and forwards along the length of
the field beneath the heat of the burning sun that blaciened
his face. Meanwhile, tired of being alone in that place, Zainab
got up to leave and when Hassan saw her he came to ask
what she wanted. Replying that she wished to go home, she
set off towards the village but after walking a s%lort distance
she felt as though something were driving her back to the
field. She stopped beneath the shade of a tree and turned
round but she could not stand for long. Overcome by exhaus-
tion which beset her whenever she made the slightest effort,
she sat in the shade staring at the fields, recalling the past
and the days of her youth. That wonderful time when the
heart is free to do as it pleases, drifting from one person to
another until it finds its eternal partner. Those delightful
days when Zainab could give herself to the person her heart
desired. | | |

Now her beloved was far away and there was nobody to
whom she could reveal the secrets of her heart. The star of
her life was setting, leaving her only with memories which
sometimes consoled her but at other times brought the most
excruciating torment. If her parents had not been so selfish,
sacrificing ier wishes in order to marry her to Hassan, she

would still have been happy and healthy. Nature herself, by
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q inspiration, guides us to the right path. Blind preju-
ov :

h'Cr (urns us ffom it! o

dlC\Cx[ hen 4 passer-Dy asked her why she was sitting alone,

b continued her progress until she reached the canal. As
Zalﬂs nearly time for the water round, she sat down to rest
it \\i’ist , tree trunk and picking up some pebbles, she threw
ahzm one after another into the water that flowed gently by,
Eeﬂeaing the colour of the sky. The banks of the canal were
smooth Jfter the dredging with no grass or greenery upon
‘hem and the light of the afternoon sun, slanting across the
landscape, cast shadows almost as long as the objects that
qood in its path. A gentle breeze blew through the trees,
shaking the leaves almost imperceptibly.

The first of the water fetchers arrived and after rinsing and
flling her jar she called Zainab to help her lift it onto her
head. Encouraged by her presence, Zainab assisted, but no
<ooner had she sat down again than the deathly cough almost
choked her, making her eyes water and her veins swell until
she had thrown up the blood and pus on her chest. The other
gitls hurried to see what was the matter but with eyes streaming
and her heart bleeding in horror at what was happening to
hef, ,Zainab.coulc,i only say:

It's nothing. I'm all right. . | .

Then realising that she could not avoid their questions as
long as she remained with them, she forced herself up and
returned to the village. Approaching the house she saw her
mother on the doorstep grinding pepper with a l[;e:stle and
mortar, occasionally glancing down the road as though she
were expecting her and hoping for some improvement. But
Zainab was no different. Always weary, her strength sapped
further with every move she made and the raging cough
besieging her from one moment to the next.

:Ihey entered the house and went ulpstairs to the roof Wh§re
Zainab rested her back against the wall. Her mother sat beside
her, gazing at her face but the eyes which had once been so
alluring now pleaded for mercy. The expression contained in
the{n held her mother captive, unable to refuse any request.
Seeing her daughter like this made her feel so helpless that
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she wanted to beg forgiveness, although for what crime she
did not know. A?ter a period of silence she asked her how
she was.

7ainab’s heart was overflowing with memories of her absent
lover in the wastelands of Sudan and she longed to disclose
what she was keeping hidden, but the reproach that she
imagined her confession would provoke made her hesitant. If
her mother heard anything like that she would surely be full
of rebuke, which Zainab could not bear. And if death were
already close by, she would wait for it patiently until it came
to take her to a place where there would be neither sadness
nor torment, only the stillness of the final annihilation. Yet
before that moment came was it not her duty to expose the
crime that her parents had perpetrated in marrying her against
her will? When her mother repeated her question, Zainab
summoned up the courage to reply:

‘My condition is as you see. I will probably soon be dead
and all because of you. When I used to weep and tell you
that I didn’t want to marry, you said lots of people get married
against their wishes and the relationship always becomes as
sweet as honey. If only you'd given me a Eusband I could have
loved I would have nothing to say but now I want to sever
the ties between us forever. Tomorrow or the day after I shall
die and I warn you mother, when the time comes for my
sisters to marry, don’t force them against their will for as you
can see, it is a mortal mistake.’

Her eyes full of tears, Zainab could say nothing more. The
effort had been almost too great and her mother, on hearing
this, felt as though a stinging arrow had pierced her heart,
inflaming her breast so that she too was unable to speak. They
sat in silence and the sadness hanging over them only deepened
the atmosphere of gloom.

Zainab trembled and the cough struck again, ripping her
chest until she collapsed in pain, almost unconscious. Rea%ising
for the first time the full import of her daughter’s suffering,
her mother supported her in her arms but Zainab was hardly
aware of her surroundings. Placing an emaciated hand on her
chest she raised herself up, bringing a hint of colour to her
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but after another bout of coughing she threw herself
ple B i, weak and exhausted.

7Zainab wanted to go outside and in spite of
[n the afterergsogler mother agreed to accompatty her to the
ised when she did not take the road which
i Khalil’s land but she could no longer resist her

The humility she felt on account of her daughter’s

- anythmg;aant that even if Zainab had asked for the impos-

. m .
z?bff:r;ﬁg would have done anything in her power to grant it

in the air, new life unfurling in every corner.
The sun’s rays shone on the leaves of the trees and water was
fowing once more in the canals. Larks and sparrows hqpped
on the dykes or hovered in the air and from time to time a
fock of doves flew by, rejoicing in the sun and the season.

Followed closely by her mother, 7ainab reached the watering

lace where she hesitated, unsure which path to take. Perceiving
Eer consternation, her mother waited patiently for her to
continue but when Zainab moved on, bearing left towards
the tree, she fainted, totally drained of energy. |

Having taken its share of spring decoration the tree was
adorned with new leaves that shaded the earth below and the
whole of nature was clothed in the fresh garb of springtime
except for the clover that had been left for the cattle, wilting
now as it awaited its coming death.

Zainab's mother tried to revive her, sometimes shaking her
Efltly as if to wake her from a deep sleep, sometimes sprin-
Sttl)rrll%:she-fv afle;cc; ;mh wate; but %.ainab, lying prostrate on.the
Despa,ir vis w awa}rle of anything her mother was doing,.
il Cgmmto fe}:lr mother’s heart ar}d with tears welling
s body Wraers. 0 her eyes she lay beside Zainab’s motion-
like 5 child 3 [Lplng ler arms arounc! her she began to weep
the spring of erh T) oved daughter in .the prime of life and

At youth bade farewell to this earthly abode.
i abs words when she had accused her hoed
! her mother’s cars g6 she | parents, echoe
gt imploring (he | she lamented the fate of her hapless
g the heavens to show some mercy lest two
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families be bereaved of their dearest. Straying among her
thoughts, she felt Zainab stir beneath her whereupon she
cuddled her like a baby, entreating her in the hope of any
sound which would reassure her that she was still alive, And
as though relieved for a moment of the burden she was
carrying, Zainab sighed and opened her eyes. Then she tried
to stand up until with her mother’s help, she was propped up
against the tree. Although she had regained consciousness she
could not tell whether she had woken from a peaceful sleep
or an awful dream and turning her eyes to the things around
her, she sighed again and hung her head to the ground.

Her mother could find no words to say. Whenever she tried
to speak something restrained her from moving her lips. At
last she asked:

‘Is there anything you want Zainab?’

Zainab did not reply but remained with her head bowed,
so weak that she could not speak, and in her silence she
experienced the dull sensation that a drugged person feels or
someone so numbed by pain they are no longer aware of it,
. or anything else. When she did regain a little strength all she
could say was:

‘O mother, I'm going to die.’

Knowing that her worst fears were almost upon her Zainab’s
mother held onto Zainab and tried to lead her back towards
the house, but Zainab’s legs would not carry her. She could
not walk and her mother had to decide whether to carry her
on her shoulders as she had done when she was an infant, or
whether to wait for someone with a donkey. But what was
there to stop her from carrying her now? After the emaciation
she had suffered under the onslaught of a fast approaching
death she was barely heavier than in the days of her childhood.
And in the closing stages of her daughter’s life would anyone
question the action of the mother who carried her? While she
was wonderinlg1 what to do, a farmer passed by, returning from
the fields with his donkey so she called for help and they
returned to the village where she entered the Eouse with

Zainab. \
But no sooner did they reach the room than Zainab started
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pus .nd blood and was stricken by fever which
0 ol L:};nscious on the floor. She began to talk deliriously
il be uns ecch and her mother shuddered when she heard
in brokefl ‘%brahim!, with her last remaining stren th, after
het Olﬁc became SO still that there was not even t%\e soun
; 4 her hand but it was cold.

wing breath. She graspe
‘;I”;fyfsr a‘we:regshut, her lips pale, all the signs of death visible
upeon {er. In front of this terrible scene her mother’s eyes were

corched with despair. She bent over her daughter, clasping
her hands and crying: 7 qinab, O Zainab . . .7

Then she fell to the ground like a collapsed mountain!
Alone by the side of her eldest daughter, sinking in the sea

of extinction, she whispered:
b

‘It’s over.
At that moment her younger daughter arrived. Returning

from her da}y’s v.vork to visit Zainab fmd seeing the cause of
hc‘:rhrr}_otheris1 grief she crquched against the wall trembling
glt ear, then bursting into tears, she .rushed downstairs.
Wzr{rslmu.]amlyya met her halfway and realising that something
ua serlouﬁ }Zl wgong she hastened towards the room. Zainab’s
theerrn Zesac ed t }T icr)sr Yvhere §he met Hassan returning from
e crlllllznwud t{m Khalil. He grabbed her by the hand
S a%z tcl){ ﬁee herself and ran home to her father.
Wl rozl()b:s er what was the matter, she told him

‘gIo}tlher’s wiﬁping over Zainab!

n hearing this he stumbled, as though ' '

but quickl ed, as thoug struck by lightning,
Y rcrlll;l; Si)t’tigst :lp and hu'me.d to Khalil’s house. Finding d%e
son of oo b geaggg’ i¢.1tar1n%1 in front of him with the expres-

Has she died Khall?

InuihKhalil did not know.

€ 10

of the dyincém 1(;1f d;f»th the two old women sat on either side

ew that Shegshéulder eyes rolled upwards and her mother
jy' Hassan syt by thenc(i)t be rr}oved frgm the floor where she
ChangUish which s hadoor, his head in his hands, and tears

ecks, never shed before, flowing down his
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Zainab asked her mother to fetch an embroidered hand
kerchief from the cabinet and taking it in her hand she helci
it to her lips then placed it over her heart, her last wopd;
being that the handkerchief should be buried with her in the
grave. In the middle of the night her eyelids closed and as
she passed away into the depths of peace the wails of the twq
old women rose up, proclaiming in the emptiness of space
the death of this innocent gitl. ’
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