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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.
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Catherine

I know I’m doing something wrong. Mahmoud will be very angry, but I have to do it.

I can’t see any other solution. Many weeks have passed here and I’ve made no progress with anything. I’ve taught myself many dead languages but I still don’t know a single sentence of the language of these real people whom I’m living among and whose help I need. I no longer do any work and my search for evidence that might lead me to Alexander has come to a halt. But I’ve had enough. Today I’m going to go to them myself and on my own. I’ll apologize to Mahmoud later – not just for what I’m going to do now but for having encouraged him to come to this place at all.

He’s got much worse since Ibraheem’s accident. He was with him from the time he was hurt until he could stand. He behaves as though he were responsible for what happened to the poor soldier. Stranger still, he talks about my visit to the temple almost reproachfully, as though that were the reason for Ibraheem’s leg getting broken! He ought to understand it was just an accident and that no one’s responsible for fate. And anyway, it can’t have been that grave an accident, since it was possible to treat it with primitive medicine. Mahmoud, though, is always panting after reasons to be miserable. 

His worries are the last thing I need now. This morning he is not himself.

Since yesterday things have been unsettling. Fiona’s letter, which reached me with the latest caravan, upset me greatly. It’s not her usual long letter full of news. She just says she’ll be arriving in Alexandria soon on one of the steamers and she’s coming here to visit us in Siwa. Just like that, without preamble or explanation. Maybe she thinks the journey from Alexandria to Siwa is like travelling from our province of Connaught to Dublin by train! I’ve asked Mahmoud to write to one of his officer friends in Alexandria and ask him to wait for her and arrange accommodation for her there until we can decide what to do. Should I go there and take her to Cairo, or should we really arrange a way for her to come to Siwa? Why, though? Even her writing was disturbed and messy, unlike her normal hand. What problem are you hiding from me, Fiona?

She visits me often in my dreams. Last night I saw her beautiful face disappearing behind a transparent silk mask, which she was trying to tear off with both her hands. Every time that she tried, though, she’d tear off the face itself, which would turn to rubber as she pulled at the mask. 

I woke up in a panic, but she visited me once again, and she wasn’t alone. She came bringing Alexander. He often comes to me these days in my sleep, but it’s my fault. Last night he came to me with an angry face. Then I saw Fiona carrying him and holding him like a weeping child in her arms. I approached them and discovered that the child was made out of marble and that there were copious tears in its stone eyes. Mahmoud woke me, asking, ‘Why are you screaming?’ I said, gasping for breath, ‘There’s something frightful in this desert.’ Patting me, he said, ‘It’s only a nightmare. Go to sleep, Catherine.’ I fell silent, clinging on to him in the bed, but my eyes stayed open. I was afraid that drowsiness would return, and remained restless till morning.

This isn’t like me. I’m not afraid of the desert, or dreams, and I’m not superstitious, in spite of which I carried out a stupid experiment to talk to the spirit of Alexander. Naturally, I didn’t believe that his spirit would appear to me or visit me but I told myself that I’d play the game to pass the time while I was a prisoner in the house after Ibraheem’s accident. I did what it said in the book. I closed the windows and doors so that the room was completely dark and lit a candle and put it on the table, with an upturned water glass next to it. I did change the book’s instructions, though: I didn’t put pieces of paper with the letters of the alphabet round the glass. Why would I need them? I just put next to the glass the three letters YES and, on the other side, NO. That’s all I want to know. I closed my eyes, concentrated all my thoughts on Alexander, and murmured his name many times over while at the same time extending the tips of my fingers towards the glass. Then I stated my question: Will I find you here? My voice came out shakily and I was breathing hard, despite myself. Of course I was afraid. Of course, I’m human. Of course my hand that was touching the glass had to tremble, making it move with a low ringing sound, so I got scared and stood up straight away and opened the doors and windows. 

I will not repeat the experiment. I still believe that this business of spirits is mere superstition. My fear proved, however, that, like all people, I am afraid of the unknown that cannot be understood. An inherited horror, so there’s no need to be ashamed of myself.

There’s no need to be ashamed either of the dreams that pursue me, for they are a part of my fear and I’m the one that summoned them. Alexander came to me twice after my stupid call.

On the first night, he came to me in the form that I know from books. He came riding a black horse that flew fast through the sky on its white wings. Then he suddenly swooped towards me and pounced on me, brandishing a sword longer than any I’d ever seen, and I screamed.

The second night, he terrified me again when he came, but this time he had the features of Maleeka and his blond hair was twisted into the same multiple braids as hers. I asked him, ‘Why did you do that?’ and he laughed and at the same time the braids began to move and twist and change into snakes which started to slither towards me and wrap themselves around my body, and I woke up screaming again.

No, my state is not normal and I have to recover my old self. The first step is to forget all that and start work, the real work that drives out fears and delusions. 

I shall confront their leaders themselves and let happen what may. 



I set off from our house, which is situated at the bottom of the hill, and climbed towards the entrance to the fortified town. I saw the agwad sitting as usual on their palm-frond-shaded bench in front of the great door.

I had prepared in my head what to say to them. I would repeat what I’d explained to Mahmoud: that I wasn’t looking for their wretched treasure in excavating for which they’d destroyed the temples. I didn’t want the mummies or the small stone antiquities that the Europeans were so set on finding. Perhaps these words would reassure them and they’d help me. I took with me the big sketchbook so they could understand my request and I ascended the narrow path leading to their gathering place with determined steps.

As soon as they realized I was making for them, they all jumped up and started waving their hands at me to go back. I paid no attention but quickened my step. Their leader, Sheikh Sabir, whom I’d met with Mahmoud on our arrival at the oasis, and who had introduced himself to me, came forwards. He speaks an elevated Arabic which shows that he is well educated, and he expresses himself with extreme refinement, but I find him repulsive. I saw cunning in his narrow eyes. For all that, I may be mistaken, though. Mahmoud told me that this sheikh concerned himself greatly with Sergeant Ibraheem’s treatment, in which case he isn’t evil. And also, since when has it been enough to judge people by their faces? I should learn from the lesson of Michael and his angelic face. 

He came down the slope a few paces while the rest of the agwad continued to yell and wave their hands at me to go back. Despite this, I continued my ascent and Sheikh Sabir continued his descent and when we met he said to me calmly in his classical Arabic, indicating his fellows, ‘Your pardon, madame. Are you aware that this gate is that of the agwad?’

He pointed behind him to the thick gate made from the conjoined trunks of palm trees and I replied irritably, despite myself, ‘I know, but are you aware that—’

He interrupted me, pointing his forefinger to the left, and saying, ‘There is another gate for the women. In our tradition, women cannot enter by the gate of the agwad.’

I tried to control myself. ‘I know that too. I know the Qaddouma Gate that is set aside for women. However, you have not had the patience to find out what I want. I have not come here in order to enter the town by your gate, or by the women’s gate. What point would there be in entering it when you . . .? Never mind. I have come to meet the agwad themselves. I want to tell them—’

Once again he interrupted me with his false politeness. ‘The agwad may come to you themselves, if His Excellency the district commissioner commands. We are at his service and yours. However, as you can see, the agwad are not at all accustomed to having women approach their gathering. It makes them angry, and His Excellency the district commissioner knows that.’

His repeated and deliberate references to Mahmoud annoyed me. Nevertheless, I opened the sketchbook, saying, ‘All I wanted was to ask . . .’

When I saw him standing unmoving before me, however, as though prepared to prevent me by force from going any farther up, and when I saw his cold eyes and his face, empty of all expression, my enthusiasm suddenly evaporated, and I slammed the sketchbook shut, turned my back on him and set off again without a word. While I was descending the slope, I heard behind me a quavering voice saying in Arabic, ‘Madame, wait. Wait.’

I turned round and saw an extremely elderly member of the agwad leaning on a stick and attempting to control his steps as he carefully descended the slope. I waited for him watchfully as he approached and was surprised to see that he was wearing a pair of spectacles secured on his ears with a piece of string. He was the first person I’d seen wearing spectacles in this oasis.

He approached me and said with an Egyptian accent, ‘Don’t be upset. The agwad  don’t mean you any harm. It’s just that this gate . . .’

‘Is not to be approached by women! I told Sheikh Sabir I didn’t want to go into the town anyway.’

‘What do you want, then?’

I could hear Sheikh Sabir and the other agwad calling, ‘Sheikh Yahya! Sheikh Yahya!’

They continued to gesture to him with their hands, shouting in angry tones, but the aged sheikh didn’t look at them and asked me again, ‘What do you want? Can we help you?’

I opened the sketchbook and stammered to him, ‘I wanted the agwad to understand that I’m not looking for . . . what I’m more interested in is . . . What I mean is, can anyone help me to find out if there are any drawings like this in the Great Temple in Aghurmi or anywhere else?’

Then I continued in a rush, ‘I swear what I’m looking for has nothing to do with your treasure or any gold. On the contrary, what I’m looking for may bring your oasis lots of gold and treasure. I mean . . .’

The sheikh said, smiling, the wrinkles on his brown face multiplying, ‘Why do you swear? I believe you.’

He suddenly let out a low laugh as he went on, ‘I believe that you’re sensible and know that there isn’t really any treasure, underneath the temples or on top of them!’

Then he put his finger to his lips as though to swear me to secrecy, and I smiled at him as I brought the sketchbook close to his face and asked, ‘And so?’

The shouts of the agwad continued and some had leapt up as though they too were about to come down to us. At this point, I was taken aback to see Sheikh Yahya’s face turn dark, and in a strong, loud voice out of keeping with his age and the emaciation of his body he shouted and roared at them at great length in an angry tone, turning only his head in their direction. Some of them continued their shouting and muttering but they sat down again in their places. 

The sheikh took hold of the sketchbook that I held out to him, holding it with difficulty as he screwed up his eyes. Then he told me in bewilderment, ‘I can read Arabic but I don’t know the language of the pharaohs.’

Realizing that he could make nothing of it, I said, ‘This isn’t the language of the pharaohs, it’s the language of the Ancient Greeks.’

The man’s bewilderment increased and he looked into my face and said, ‘There’s no one in our town who knows the languages of the ancients. Wait and maybe some foreigners from your country will come.’

Then he thrust the sketchbook into my hands and said, laughing again and pointing to his glasses, ‘As for me, I can barely see you now, and you expect me to distinguish between different scripts that I don’t know?’

All the same, I said again, with an irritation I did not intend, ‘But perhaps you could help me with something. All I want to know is whether there are carvings of characters like these in the Great Temple or elsewhere. I have been to the temple at Aghurmi, but I wasn’t able to wander around or see anything. The houses have closed off the remains.’

Sheikh Yahya said slowly, in a different tone of voice, ‘Then leave them closed off! I said that you were sensible, and a sensible person doesn’t enter a house whose door is closed to him.’

He stood there looking straight into my eyes and I understood that he was giving me a warning, so I asked him, ‘What, then, is to be done?’

‘There are antiquities far from houses and there are carvings and writing everywhere in the open, and there are villages in the oasis other than Shali and Aghurmi and many temples. Look among those if you wish.’

‘Have I finished searching here that I should try somewhere else? Have I started even?’

‘Listen. I do not understand what it is you are looking for. However, if I were in your place, I’d think twice, after the stone that fell . . .’

Then he stopped for a moment before saying quietly to himself, ‘No one but me will understand that you are not looking for the treasure and for gold. They see the falling of the stone as a punishment and a warning from the owner of the treasure, who has cast a spell to keep people away from it until the appointed time for it to be uncovered has come.’

I didn’t understand everything he said, so I asked him, ‘But you don’t believe these myths yourself?’

Suddenly he grew angry again and said, pointing to the agwad, who still kept up their clamour, ‘What does it matter what I believe or don’t believe? What matters is what they believe. They aren’t evil. On the contrary, they have good hearts, but they’re afraid.’ Then his face darkened further and he said, ‘All people have good hearts, but they’re stupid! You too, why can’t you understand after everything I’ve told you? Goodbye! Watch out for yourself and watch out for your husband.’

He turned to go back, supporting himself on his stick and repeating in agitation, ‘Goodbye!’

I almost smiled, even though he’d been rude to me. Like Sheikh Sabir before him, he’d urged me to go away, but I really believed that he wanted to help me, and that he was sending me a message.



On my way home, it occurred to me that the old man might be right to warn me. Indeed, why shouldn’t I abandon everything? I could think of my whole affair with the desert, Alexander and this oasis as an adventure that failed but whose failure wouldn’t be the end of the world. It wouldn’t be my first failure and I’ve always been able to start anew, whatever happened to me. They hate me roaming among the temples and complain that I want to rob them, and my insistence on searching may increase the dangers to Mahmoud.

I’ve heard from him that he has enough problems with them these days. From the time he started collecting the taxes, or trying to collect them, there have been daily quarrels with one or other of the families. He told me he’d charged Sabir with collecting the various shares but they were refusing to pay, and Mahmoud has been obliged to go himself or send police troops, though it’s made no difference. He says that what he’s collected so far is very little and that the whole oasis is on the verge of exploding again. Would it not then be better if I were to pull back and behave inconspicuously until this crisis is over? In that case, though, what would be the point of my staying here? The best thing now might be for us to leave together. Mahmoud, though, will never consent to abandoning his duty and fleeing, for to do so would be to expose himself to disgrace, and perhaps to prison. What to do?

I reached the house and sat on the front steps. The sun today is bearable and I started watching children who were playing in the open space, stealing timid glances at me and ready to run away if I approached. I long ago gave up showing friendliness and smiling at them or trying to talk to them. There’s no point. An ingrate oasis. Didn’t Mahmoud expose himself to danger to save one of their children? They ought to be showing him gratitude instead of subjecting him to all these tribulations. What’s more, everything that is happening now is corrupting our relationship.

He’s gone back to drinking heavily since the accident at the temple, and I can’t bear him when he’s drunk. I can put up with him up to two glasses. That’s tolerable. But I avoid him when intoxication takes over. The fact is, we’ve taken to avoiding one another, and we sleep in the bed like strangers most of the time. I no longer mind very much. On the contrary, it’s a relief for me, especially after the night he tried to make love to me when he was drunk and failed. He became livid with fury. He kept on trying, in indignation and anger. He was muttering and cursing himself and kept getting out of bed to storm around and bang his head on the wall. Then he’d come staggering back and throw himself on top of me and try again and become even more furious. It was the first time he’d failed since I’d known him and I tried, despite my disgust with both him and myself, to offer him comfort: maybe it had been one glass too many; maybe he was more exhausted than usual. It was no good. He kept on trying till fatigue demolished us both and horrible memories of Michael returned to me. 

What happened during the following days revolted me even more. The moment he came home at the end of the morning on the following day, and before having lunch, he dragged me to the bed and succeeded. Then he tried again that evening, and succeeded, and was more than usually violent, even though he knows that I hate violence. It was as though he were taking revenge on himself and on me. He went on like that for days and nights on end. 

Perhaps he believed that our passion and true harmony continued as before and that my protests were a kind of coquetry or play. No, we aren’t as we were. And he’s like me. I felt that there wasn’t an ounce of true desire or passionate enjoyment in what he did. All he wanted was to reassure himself as to his virility, and when he was so reassured, he started avoiding me again, and I was overcome by relief. In my heart, I thanked him.

It had never before occurred to me for an instant that I would be happy to see him distance himself from me, but that is what the oasis has done to us.

Perhaps I am being unfair to the oasis. Mahmoud’s Mahmoud and he’ll never change. Or, as is his wont, he changes all the time from mood to mood, drinking the alcohol that his religion forbids him and attending the Friday prayer in the mosque as a social obligation, so that he won’t lose people’s respect, though at the same time I see him some evenings jump out of bed in the darkness, wash and then, weeping, devote himself wholeheartedly to lengthy prayer. This doesn’t happen often and makes me very surprised. I don’t know whether to feel pity for him or to laugh at him. But I do ask myself, ‘What does Mahmoud really believe?’ And what do I believe too? I gave up thinking about that long ago. I no longer go to church and I no longer pray on my own. Perhaps I believe that the Divinity will reveal Himself to me one day, but the subject no longer bothers me.

I happened to glance at the children playing. How comfortable to be a child! How comfortable to be ignorant! The boys had dug channels in the ground and were pouring water into them and putting small green twigs along the length of them so that they could irrigate gardens like those of their fathers. The most important thing, though, was that they weren’t forgetting to build high walls of sand around their gardens. They had been taught about the walls since they were little. The girls were playing on their own far from the boys. More walls!

I love, though, the sight of the little girls at play. The only place I see cheerful colours is in their long-sleeved embroidered dresses. I would also love to know how the girls make those long thin braids that frame their heads like decorated crowns. Who, though, will show me? Their mothers? They travel on the road only in groups going to funerals or weddings, and all that one can see of them is their wide blue cloaks – dumb lumps, moving slowly and silently like a warning of ill tidings, so that I want to scream when I see them, ‘Where are the people?’

Eventually I got up, feeling giddy from the sun in which I’d been sitting too long, and I had to climb the remaining steps slowly and carefully.

The hot, dark house was much better. I closed the door and was looking forward to taking a cold bath, stretching myself out on the bed, and chasing away all thought – of Mahmoud, Alexander, the sheikhs, the women, the children and the whole oasis – and then sleeping a dreamless sleep, but before I could enter the bathroom I heard rapid knocks in quick succession on the door.

Who could it be? No one knocked on our door, and these weren’t the familiar knocks that Mahmoud would make before inserting the key in the lock. 

Who could it be? 

‘Who is it?’ I asked fearfully. ‘Who is it?’

A tense voice, sounding as though the speaker’s mouth were pressed close to the door, responded, ‘Maleeka!’







11

Mahmoud

As though I need more problems!

What’s this business about Fiona coming, in the midst of this oppressive atmosphere in which we’re living? I hope my letter reaches Alexandria before she arrives on her steamer and before she makes up her mind to come to Siwa. She may be insane, but she won’t find a caravan guide insane enough to agree to bring her here unaccompanied. The true problem, though, is that she may actually find someone to agree, and have things end in catastrophe. I’ll be the one held responsible, naturally. I’ll have to protect her, when I don’t even know how to protect Catherine or myself. 

I looked out of my office at the forecourt of the station, where crouches the great cannon that the army left behind. I think it’s wonderful! A short gun mounted on two wooden wheels like those of a horse-drawn cart. Of what use is it here, in the absence of any soldiers trained in how to fire artillery? I imagine they left it as a reminder of the awe-inspiring dignity of the state. How we need that dignity now!

The oasis is seething. Every day quarrels and protests from the families.

I returned to sit at my desk with the latest correspondence from the ministry before me. Reproaches, reproaches, reproaches. Then advice on how to do things. I am to use determination and strength with the native population because leniency will not work, as experience has demonstrated. Excellent, my dear ministry, but where are the additional troops and weaponry?

Sergeant Ibraheem, who knew the oasis before me, also gives me his advice: I have to do as my predecessors did and select some of those who were refusing to pay and flog them in the forecourt of the station, or imprison them along with their families. This would be a lesson to the rest. One day, I said, ‘Ibraheem, those people saved your life. Does it really please you to see them being treated like that?’ ‘No, Excellency, it doesn’t please me, but what else can one do? We and they both belong to the government and the government shows mercy to none until it gets what it wants. You may excuse them, but then it will send a new military expedition, which will not be content with flogging and imprisonment. It’s the lesser of two evils.’

I couldn’t argue with Ibraheem’s logic. I proposed to him, when he was back on his feet, that I should send him back to the Protected City and ask Saeed Bey to have him pensioned. I thought I was helping him, but a sad look appeared in his eyes and it seemed as though he was about to cry as he said, ‘I can still serve Your Excellency with my limp.’ 

I asked him in amazement, ‘When did I ever charge you with anything that was beyond your powers to perform, Ibraheem?’

 ‘Right now, Excellency,’ he said, ‘it is beyond my powers to return to Cairo. I need the money I’m putting aside here. I have a pack of children to look after in the village. Saeed Bey, God protect him, knows my case. He told me, “Go with His Excellency the district commissioner. You’ll get a raise there and you may be able to save something.” He knows my situation because he’s from my village and he’s the head of our Sufi order and one of the righteous. He likes to help people. He saw how things were with me when they pensioned me off from the army that they disbanded after the British war. The children and I were starving, and if it hadn’t been for Saeed Bey using his good offices to get me a job in the police, I’d have been done for, and the children along with me.’

‘But I’m thinking now about your interests and your health after the accident.’

‘The accident was God’s doing. It might have hit you, God forbid, or I might have died, but God, glory be to Him, granted me a new life. So don’t deprive me, Excellency, of the chance to benefit from it.’

‘As you wish, Ibraheem,’ I said.

To myself I said, ‘Maybe I wanted him to go away so that I could forget once more the moment of ignominy that he never noticed. It’s better, though, that he remain to remind me of it. There’s no new life left for me to flee to.’

I did not, however, take his advice about flogging and imprisoning the local population. I went with Sheikh Sabir to meet the agwad of the families that were refusing to pay. I tried to take advantage of the good feeling that followed my ‘heroic act’ in saving their son, tried to convince them that it was in their interest to pay so that the government wouldn’t punish them as it always had. Some responded with words of anger and protest at the excessive demands of the government and others replied with sweet words, but payment continued to be delayed.

It was my counsellor Ibraheem too who drew my attention to the fact that most of the families whom Sheikh Sabir complained were not paying were Westerners. I said, ‘Perhaps he’s better at persuading his own clan of the Easterners,’ but Ibraheem replied, ‘God only knows, but I don’t see many Easterners paying.’

On my way home from the station I was thinking, ‘What is Sheikh Sabir trying to get? If what Ibraheem is hinting at is true, he wants to bring about the downfall of the Westerners, but the government cares only that the taxes are collected, and if it decides to send a military expedition, as usual, it won’t discriminate between Easterners and Westerners. He’s too intelligent not to know that, so what does he want? Anyway, it doesn’t matter.’

What does matter is how I’m to get out of this dilemma the ministry has put me in. I came to this oasis hating it and its people and I have come to hate them even more because of their hostility towards me, Catherine and even the troops. Nevertheless, the more I think about what we’ve done to them since we came as rulers, the more I find their behaviour perfectly natural.

We didn’t come to them as brothers, but as conquerors. We didn’t treat them as though they were fellow citizens but as though they were a colonized people who had to pay their taxes to the conquerors, like it or not. Why then should we get angry at what the British were doing to us, or why should Catherine get angry at what they were doing in Ireland? We practise the law of might here just as the British practise it there. When they saw an example of good treatment from Ibraheem, or what they thought was goodness from me, they changed the way they treated us. Can’t they, though, see that I am truly different from the others? Why all this obstinacy and stupidity? Why do they want to destroy themselves, and me along with them? There’s no point in thinking about it. The wheel has started turning and nothing can stop it.

When I neared home I found the children who play on the empty space standing silently and staring in the direction of the house, and a donkey standing at the bottom of the steps. 

When the children saw me approaching, they fled, as usual, but continued looking curiously and warily in the direction of the house.

Hearing a yell come from inside, I too felt foreboding.

The children froze where they were and, as the yell repeated itself, I recognized Catherine’s voice, so I pulled out my revolver and raced up the stairs, shouting, ‘Catherine! What’s happening! I’m here! I’m coming!’

I burst into the house brandishing my revolver. Then I came to a stop, unable to take in what I saw in the half-darkened room. 

I saw Catherine standing holding a palm rib and clutching in her other hand the buttons of her blouse, which was torn. Then I noticed that she was gently striking with the rib a girl, who was kneeling on the ground embracing Catherine’s feet and making a noise like an injured cat. 

‘What’s happening?’ I repeated.

Without thinking, I pointed the revolver at the kneeling girl, but as I pulled the trigger the rib that Catherine was holding struck my hand and the bullet went wide and I yelled with pain. The revolver flew from my hand and Catherine kicked it with her foot, which she had pulled free, into a distant corner. I was letting out a stream of curses and holding my injured hand, my mind racing as I tried to piece together what I saw in front of me. Had they sent someone to kill Catherine? Had they decided to begin with her instead of me? What did the children’s gathering in front of the house and their fearful looks mean? This girl had attacked Catherine, torn her clothes, and perhaps tried to kill her. So why, then, was she clinging on to her legs and kissing them? I could understand nothing except that Catherine was defending herself with the palm rib. 

I threw myself on the girl and wrested away her hands, which were gripping my wife’s legs. Then I kicked her, as she screamed, towards the door, intending to push her down the steps. Catherine, however, hurried towards me, pushing the palm rib into my chest this time and shouting in a breathless voice, ‘You didn’t kill her with your revolver and now you want them to kill her in the road when they see her half naked?’

Catherine threw a gallabiya that had been in a heap on the floor over the girl where she lay moaning and gestured to her angrily to put it on. 

The girl, who was wearing a dirty white robe, got up and quickly shoved herself into the man’s gallabiya and pulled a scarf over her face. Looking as slight as a young boy, she set off at a run towards the door while I asked Catherine, my thoughts in disarray, who she was, how she had got in, and what she’d done.

The girl herself, though, turned suddenly before going out through the door and pulled the covering from her face, whose radiant beauty I took note of, despite everything, as she rushed towards Catherine, her grey eyes flashing, and pointed to her own breast, to my wife and to the revolver which lay on the floor, screaming as she did so in her own language, the tears streaming from her eyes. Then she rushed forwards again and knelt on the ground at Catherine’s feet, embracing them and kissing them and making a low sobbing noise like a moan, while all the time she talked through her tears.

I was paralysed by astonishment, and Catherine too stood rigid where she was, leaving her torn garment open to reveal the two perfectly matched globes of her breasts, the upper halves pressed together and extremely white. 

As the girl’s weeping and moaning changed to something more like a death rattle, I asked Catherine in amazement, ‘Do you understand anything?’

Like one under a spell, she replied, ‘Not a word, but I think she’s angry because she wants us to understand something that we can’t, and that’s why she wants you to shoot her with the revolver.’

‘And that’s what I want too!’

An overwhelming anger swept aside the moment of astonishment and I jumped up, intending to reach the gun, but Catherine extended her free arm and placed her hand on my chest, making an attempt to speak calmly amid her gasps.

‘Look. She really is insane, so don’t act like a madman yourself.’

The girl, however, suddenly jumped up and stretched her hands out as though she wanted to grab Catherine’s chest, or embrace her, or throttle her – I don’t know. I flung myself on her from behind and took hold of her neck, and she started screaming as I almost did strangle her, possessed by a crazy jealousy and a feeling that she would desecrate my wife if she touched her body with her hands one more time. Catherine’s blue eyes flashed and she started firing off rapid phrases with an Irish accent I couldn’t understand. Then, suddenly, she raised the palm rib and brought it down on the head of the girl, who was trying to wriggle out of my grip, and the girl let out a loud scream and a trickle of blood ran across her brow. Catherine then picked up the scarf and threw it over the girl’s head, trying at the same time to get free of the girl’s hands. She pushed her out of the door and closed it hard behind her. 

When the girl had left, I noticed the complete silence that had overtaken the place. Despite everything that was happening in the house, I had been hearing loud noises outside – screams of adults, shouts of children, and repeated cries of apprehension – but now the silence was total. I opened the door, but all I could see was the girl mounted on her donkey, still wailing, and heading east, her back to the town, over which hung the silence of death. Out of all the children who had been thronging the open space, I now found only one, aged about four, sitting on the ground and crying. Then a man came running and picked the child up without looking towards the house and without raising his head and returned quickly with the child in the direction of the town. I was puzzled by what I saw and my anger redoubled as I looked at the empty square. I rushed back inside the house, shouting furiously, ‘The grown-ups and children have disappeared from the square. There isn’t a soul there.’

Catherine was sitting on a chair, glowering, and after a moment she said, ‘So they must have discovered who she is.’

‘You know her, then?’

‘Yes. It’s Maleeka, the only girl to speak to me the day I went to the Temple of the Oracle. She told me her name then and that was all and today she came disguised as a boy, as you saw. But they must certainly have discovered afterwards that she’s the ghoul-woman, and she’s escaped from her house.’

‘The ghoul-woman? You mean she’s one of the witches of the oasis they talk about?’

‘No. I mean she’s the ghoul-woman. She dared to leave her house before
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