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The year was 1444 AH, and I had just returned from visiting my landlord, the only solitary neighbor I will have to deal with. This is certainly a beautiful mountainous country! In all of the Arabian Peninsula, I do not believe I could have found a place so completely removed from the noise of society. It is a perfect heaven for a misanthropist [a person who avoids other people], and brother Khalid and I are a suitable pair to share this emptiness. A great brother! He did not know how much my heart warmed toward him when I saw his dark eyes look at me suspiciously from under his eyebrows as I rode up. As I announced my name, his fingers hid themselves deeper into his bisht [a traditional men's cloak], busy counting his dhikr [remembrance of Allah] on his fingers.

"Brother Khalid?" I asked.

A nod was his only answer.

"I am Tariq, your new tenant, my respected brother. I am visiting as soon as possible after arriving, hoping I haven't bothered you by wanting to rent the Valley Estate. I heard yesterday you were thinking...".

"The Valley Estate is my property, brother," he interrupted, looking annoyed. "I would not allow anyone to bother me if I could stop it—walk in!".

The words "walk in" were spoken with clenched teeth, basically meaning, "May Allah guide you away from me". Even the gate he leaned on did not move to welcome me, which made me want to go in even more out of curiosity. I felt interested in a man who seemed even more incredibly private than I am.

When he saw my horse pushing the gate, he finally unchained it and walked grumpily up the path ahead of me. As we entered the courtyard, he called out, "Yusuf, take brother Tariq's horse, and bring up some fresh pomegranate juice!".

"This must be all the staff he has," I thought to myself after hearing this combined order. Yusuf was an elderly, very old man, though still strong and healthy.

"May Allah help us!" he soliloquised [talked to himself] in a grumpy voice while taking my horse. He looked at me so sourly that I thought he must need divine help to digest his lunch, and his pious words had nothing to do with my unexpected arrival.

Jabal Al-Riyah [Mountain of Winds] is the name of brother Khalid's house. The name describes the crazy, stormy weather it faces high up in the mountains. They must always have fresh, freezing air up there. You can guess how strong the north wind blows by looking at the leaning, stunted pine trees at the end of the house, and the thorny bushes all bending one way, as if begging the sun for mercy. Alhamdulillah [Praise be to God], the builder was smart enough to build it strong. The narrow windows are set deep in the thick walls, and the corners are protected with large, sticking-out stones.

Before walking inside, I stopped to look at some funny carvings around the main door. Above the door, I saw the Hijri date "900" and the name "Harith Bin Arshad". I wanted to ask for a short history of the house, but the grumpy owner stood at the door as if telling me to hurry up and enter or leave completely. I did not want to make him more impatient before seeing the inside.

One step brought us directly into the family sitting room, without any hallway. There was no cooking happening in the room, but I heard the clattering of large cooking pots deep inside another room. Instead of fancy decorations, one wall was shining with rows of giant serving platters used for serving mandi [traditional meat and rice], stacked up to the roof. Above the fireplace were some old hunting rifles. Under a cabinet rested a huge, brown hunting dog, surrounded by squealing puppies, while other dogs hid in the corners.

The room looked like it belonged to a simple, hardworking goat herder. But brother Khalid was a strange contrast to his home. He looked like a dark-skinned, rugged bedouin, but dressed in the neat manners of a gentleman. He was a bit messy, but still looked handsome and standing tall, though quite gloomy. Some people might think he is arrogant, but I know it is just because he dislikes showing off his feelings or giving big hugs. He keeps his feelings hidden. But maybe I am comparing him too much to myself. My dear mother used to say I would never settle down, and just last summer I proved her right.

While enjoying the good weather by the Red Sea, I saw a very pious sister. She was completely covered in her thick abaya [cloak] and niqab [face veil], accompanied by her father, of course! I was so amazed by her modesty that I lowered my gaze out of respect, staring at the sand. Her father noticed I was an interested, righteous young man, and he looked at me kindly to encourage a formal proposal. And what did I do? I am ashamed to admit it, but I froze like a frightened desert lizard! I got so shy that I backed away, getting colder and more distant, until the poor father was completely confused by my weird behavior and took his daughter away. Because of this funny panic attack, people think I am heartless, but only I know how terrified I was!

I took a seat near the fireplace and tried to break the awkward silence by attempting to pet the mother hunting dog. She crept toward my legs, curling her lip and showing her sharp teeth, ready to bite. My attempt to pet her caused a long, deep growl.

"You better leave the dog alone," brother Khalid growled at the same time, gently pushing her away with his foot. "She is a working dog, not a pet.". Then he walked to a side door and shouted, "Yusuf!".

Yusuf mumbled something from down in the storage room but did not come up, so his master went down to get him. I was left alone with the angry mother dog and two other scary sheepdogs. I sat perfectly still to avoid their teeth. Thinking they would not understand my silent insults, I jokingly started winking and making funny faces at the dogs. One of my funny faces made the mother dog so mad that she suddenly jumped onto my knees! I pushed her back and quickly pulled a table between us. This woke up all the dogs, and half a dozen furry monsters came running from everywhere! They went after the bottom of my thobe [long garment], and I had to swing a fire poker just to keep them away, shouting loudly for someone to help me.

Brother Khalid and Yusuf walked up the stairs so slowly, like they had all the time in the world, even though the room sounded like a warzone of barking. Alhamdulillah [Praise be to God], someone from the kitchen was faster! A strong, older auntie, wearing her full hijab, rushed in holding a frying pan. She was followed closely by her young nephew, who acted as her mahram [male guardian], ensuring she was never alone with a strange man, as they were good practicing Muslims who prayed five times a day and firmly believed Allah is above the Arsh [the Throne]! She swung the pan and shouted at the dogs so well that the noise stopped like magic. She stood there breathing heavily just as brother Khalid finally walked into the room.

"What in the world is the matter?" he asked, looking at me with annoyance after this terrible welcome.

"SubhanAllah [Glory be to God], what is the matter indeed!" I muttered. "A pack of wild jinn [unseen spirits] couldn't be worse than your dogs, my brother! You might as well leave a guest with a pack of hungry tigers!".

"They don't bother people who sit still and touch nothing," he said, placing the bottle of pomegranate juice on the table. "The dogs are doing their job. Will you have some juice?".

"No, thank you.".

"You weren't bitten, were you?".

"If I had been bitten, I would have bitten her right back!".

Khalid actually smiled a little.

"Come on, brother Tariq, you are startled," he said. "Drink some juice. We rarely get guests in this house, so my dogs and I have forgotten how to treat a guest. To your health, brother.".

I smiled back and took a sip, realizing it would be silly to sit there pouting over some bad-mannered dogs. He actually started talking nicely, explaining the good and bad things about living up in these mountains. I found him to be a very smart brother. Before I went home, I actually volunteered to visit him again tomorrow. He clearly does not want me to come back. But I will go anyway, insha'Allah [if God wills]! It is funny how friendly I feel compared to him.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​02

[image: ]


Yesterday afternoon turned out to be misty and freezing cold. I was highly tempted to just sit by my warm heater and read my Islamic books, instead of walking through the freezing mud and rocky paths to Jabal Al-Riyah [Mountain of Winds]. However, after finishing my lunch—I always eat right after the Dhuhr [midday] prayer—I walked upstairs to relax. I stepped into my room and saw the housekeeper on her knees. She was aggressively cleaning the bukhoor [incense] burner, raising a terrible, choking cloud of ash in the air. This dusty disaster forced me right back out of the house. I grabbed my warm coat and, after walking four miles, arrived at brother Khalid’s garden gate just as the first heavy flakes of a winter snowstorm began to fall.

Up on that bleak, windy hilltop, the ground was frozen solid with black frost, and the icy air made my whole body shiver. Since the gate was chained shut and I could not open it, I simply hopped over it. I walked quickly up the stone path, which was lined with wild, untrimmed desert bushes, and knocked on the heavy wooden door. I knocked and knocked until my knuckles hurt and the large sheepdogs started howling loudly, but nobody came to let me in.

"What an unwelcoming group of people!" I muttered to myself. "You deserve to be left alone forever for your terrible inhospitality [lack of welcoming manners]. Even I wouldn't lock my doors in the middle of the day. I don't care, I am getting inside!"

Feeling determined, I grabbed the door handle and shook it vigorously. Suddenly, sour-faced Yusuf poked his head out of a small, round window in the barn.

"What do you want?" he shouted loudly. "The master is down in the sheep pen. Go around the back of the barn if you want to speak to him."

"Is there nobody inside the house to open the door for me?" I shouted back at him.

"There is nobody inside except the sister, and she won't open the door for you even if you make your terrifying noise until the night time."

"Why not? Can't you just tell her who I am, brother Yusuf?"

"Not me! I won't have any hand in this," he grumbled, pulling his head back inside and disappearing.

The snow started falling very heavily. I grabbed the door handle to try shaking it one more time. Just then, a rough-looking young man wearing a simple thobe [long garment] and carrying a pitchfork appeared in the yard behind me. He signaled for me to follow him. We marched through a washing area and a paved courtyard holding a water pump, and finally walked into the huge, warm, cheerful family room where I had been welcomed on my first visit.

The room was glowing beautifully from the light of a massive wood fire. Near the table, which was prepared for a large evening meal, I was surprised to see a sister sitting quietly. She was fully covered in a modest black abaya [cloak] and a niqab [face veil], leaving only her eyes visible. To ensure she was not alone with unrelated men, which is strictly prohibited in Islam, her young ten-year-old brother, Umar, was sitting right beside her, acting as her mahram [male guardian] while diligently reading his pocket Quran. I immediately lowered my gaze to the floor out of respect. I waited politely, thinking she would ask me to take a seat. Instead, she just leaned back in her chair and remained completely silent and motionless.

"Very rough weather outside!" I remarked politely, keeping my eyes firmly on the carpet. "I am afraid, respected sister, the door took a beating because the household took a long time to answer. I had to work hard to make anyone hear me."

She never opened her mouth to reply. I peeked up for a second—and she was just staring at me. Her dark eyes looked at me in a cool, uncaring way that made me feel incredibly awkward and uncomfortable. I quickly lowered my gaze again.

"Sit down," the young man with the pitchfork said gruffly. "Brother Khalid will be inside soon."

I obeyed and sat down. To break the awkward silence, I cleared my throat and called over the scary dog named Juno. For our second meeting, she generously decided to wag the very tip of her tail, just to show she remembered me.

"A beautiful animal!" I started talking again. "Do you plan on giving away the little puppies, sister?"

"They are not mine," the friendly host replied, sounding even more unwelcoming and harsh than brother Khalid himself.

"Ah, so your favorite pets are these over here?" I continued, pointing to a dark cushion in the corner covered with what looked like sleeping cats.

"A very strange choice for pets!" she replied with heavy sarcasm.

Unfortunately for me, it was actually a pile of dead desert lizards [dhub] that had been hunted for dinner! I cleared my throat again, feeling highly embarrassed, and moved my chair closer to the warm fire, repeating my boring comment about how wild the snowstorm was outside.

"You should not have left your house," she said. She stood up and reached toward the shelf above the fireplace to grab two metal canisters of Arabic coffee [qahwa] and tea.

Because she was reaching up, I briefly saw that she was quite young and slender. I immediately lowered my gaze again, as a good practicing Muslim should. The canisters were a bit too high for her to reach. Wanting to be helpful, I made a quick movement to assist her. She turned on me aggressively, glaring like a greedy man would if you tried to touch his hidden gold.

"I don't want your help," she snapped sharply. "I can reach them myself."

"I beg your pardon, forgive me!" I quickly replied.

"Were you invited over for tea?" she demanded. She tied a cooking apron over her neat abaya and stood there holding a spoon full of tea leaves over the teapot.

"I would be very happy to have a cup," I answered.

"Were you invited?" she asked again, glaring.

"No," I said, trying to smile. "You are the proper person to invite me, insha'Allah [if God wills]."

She angrily threw the tea leaves back into the canister, tossed the spoon down, and sat back in her chair in a bad mood. Her forehead wrinkled, and she looked annoyed, like a child who was about to start crying.

Meanwhile, the rough young man had thrown on a very old, shabby winter coat. He stood tall in front of the warm fire, looking down at me from the corner of his eye as if I had stolen his favorite camel. I started to wonder if he was a servant or family. His clothes and his way of speaking were both very rough, completely lacking the polite manners you would expect from brother Khalid's family. His thick beard was untrimmed, his curly hair was messy, and his hands were dark and rough like those of a hardworking laborer. Yet, he acted very proud and arrogant, and he did not show any of the helpfulness a servant normally shows to the lady of the house. Since I did not know who he was, I decided it was safest to ignore his weird, aggressive staring. Five minutes later, brother Khalid finally walked through the door, which made me feel highly relieved to escape the awkward tension.

"You see, my brother, I have come just as I promised!" I said loudly, trying to sound happy and cheerful. "And I fear I might be stuck here for half an hour due to the weather, if you could kindly give me shelter for that time."

"Half an hour?" Khalid said, brushing the thick white snow off his heavy winter coat. "I am amazed you would choose the middle of a massive snowstorm to go for a walk. Do you know you risk getting completely lost in the rocky valleys? Even locals who know these mountains lose their way on nights like this. And let me tell you, the weather is not going to clear up anytime soon."

"Perhaps I could hire one of your farm workers to guide me back to the Valley Estate until morning. Could you spare one man?"

"No. I could not."

"Oh, really? Well, then I suppose I must trust my own sagacity [good judgment and sense of direction]."

"Umph!" he grunted.

"Are you going to make the tea or not?" Khalid demanded loudly, looking fiercely at the young sister.

"Is he allowed to have any?" she asked, pointing at me and looking at Khalid.

"Just get it ready, will you?" Khalid snapped back so aggressively that I physically jumped. The harsh tone of his voice showed he truly had a bad, angry personality. I no longer thought brother Khalid was a great, friendly guy. Once the food and tea were finally ready, he invited me over, saying, "Now, brother, pull your chair up."

We all gathered around the food on the floor mat, including the rough young man. A heavy, uncomfortable silence hung in the air as we quietly ate our warm meal.

I thought to myself that if my arrival caused this bad mood, it was my Islamic duty to try and fix it. Surely, they could not sit around looking so silent and grumpy [taciturn] every single day.

"It is fascinating," I started talking, right between drinking one cup of tea and being handed another, "it is fascinating how we get used to things. Many people could never imagine finding happiness living so far away from the city like you do, brother Khalid. But, I am sure that being surrounded by your family, with your sweet, pious wife bringing joy to your home..."

"My sweet wife?" Khalid interrupted me. An almost evil, mocking smile spread across his face. "Where is she exactly? My sweet wife?"

"I mean the sister right here, your wife," I said, pointing slightly.

"Ah, yes! Oh, you mean to say her invisible spirit is floating around protecting Jabal Al-Riyah even though she is dead? Is that what you mean?"

Realizing I had made a massive mistake, I tried to fix it. I really should have noticed the huge age gap between them. Khalid looked around forty years old, an age when men usually stop dreaming that young teenagers are marrying them for true love. The sister sitting across from us looked barely seventeen.

Then, a thought hit me! "Ah!" I thought. "The rough bedouin brother sitting next to me, who is aggressively drinking his tea from a giant bowl and eating bread with unwashed hands, must be her husband! This is Khalid Junior! This poor girl is stuck living in the middle of nowhere, and she married this uneducated rough man because she didn't know better men existed! What a tragedy. I must be careful not to show off my good manners too much, or she might regret marrying him." I know that sounds a bit arrogant, but it really wasn't. The young man looked almost scary, and I know from experience that I am a fairly handsome, polite brother.

"The sister is my daughter-in-law," brother Khalid said, confirming my guess. As he spoke, he shot a terribly dark look in her direction. It was a look of pure hatred, unless his face naturally just looks angry all the time.

"Ah, of course! I understand now. You are the lucky husband of this blessed sister," I said confidently, turning to the rough young man sitting next to me.

This made things ten times worse! The young man's face turned bright red with pure anger. He clenched his fist tightly, looking like he was about to punch me right in the face. But he managed to control his temper. He swallowed his anger and angrily muttered a harsh prayer against me under his breath, which I pretended I did not hear.

"You are very bad at guessing, brother," my host Khalid noted. "Neither of us is lucky enough to be married to her. Her husband is dead. I told you she was my daughter-in-law, which means she married my son."

"And this young man is...?"

"Certainly not my son," Khalid said. He actually smiled, as if the idea of being the father of this wild bear of a man was a hilarious joke.

"My name is Harith," the rough young man growled at me. "And I highly advise you to show some respect to that name!"

"I haven't shown any disrespect," I replied calmly, laughing on the inside at how proudly this messy guy announced his name.

Harith stared at me aggressively for a very long time. I looked away because I was worried I might either slap him or start laughing out loud. I began to feel completely out of place sitting with this "happy" family. The miserable, tense mood in the room completely ruined the physical warmth of the fire and the good food. I promised myself I would think twice before ever visiting this house a third time.

Once we finished eating, no one bothered to speak a single friendly word. I walked over to the narrow window to check the weather. It was a miserable sight. The dark night had fallen early, and the sky and mountains were blended together in a massive, blinding blizzard of wind and snow.

"I don't think it is safe or possible for me to walk home without a guide," I could not help but say out loud. "The dirt roads will be completely buried in snow. Even if they were clear, I couldn't see one foot in front of me!"

"Harith, go drive those dozen sheep into the covered barn porch. They will freeze if you leave them in the open pen all night. Put a wooden board in front of them," brother Khalid ordered, completely ignoring me.

"What am I supposed to do?" I asked again, getting very annoyed.

No one answered my question. I looked around the room. Old Yusuf was walking in carrying a large bucket of leftover rice and meat for the dogs. The young sister, Maryam, was leaning near the fire, playing with a box of matches that had fallen down.

When Yusuf put the heavy bucket down, he looked around the room and started complaining in his cracked, raspy voice. "I don't know how you can stand there doing nothing, being lazy, when everyone else is working! But you are useless. You will never fix your bad manners. You are going to ruin your Akhirah [the Hereafter] just like your mother did before you!"

For a second, I thought the grumpy old man was talking to me! I got so incredibly angry that I stepped toward him, fully intending to kick him right out the door into the snow. However, sister Maryam stopped me by shouting back at him.

"You backbiting old hypocrite!" she replied sharply. "Aren't you afraid of Allah punishing you for your evil tongue? I am warning you, stop making me angry! Look here, Yusuf," she said, pulling a dark notebook from the shelf. "I will report you to the religious authorities for spreading rumors! Or worse, I will make a very strong, special dua [prayer] against you! The camel didn't get sick by chance last week; it was the evil eye [al-ayn] because of your constant complaining! And your knee pain is definitely a punishment for your bad attitude!"

"Oh, may Allah protect us! What a sharp tongue!" the old man gasped in fear. "May the Lord save us from your evil!"

"Go away, you backbiter, or I will verbally destroy you! I am watching you!"

The sister gave him a playfully evil glare from behind her niqab. Yusuf, genuinely terrified of her sharp words, hurried out of the room, counting his dhikr [remembrance of Allah] quickly on his fingers and begging for protection. I realized she was just having some dark, sarcastic fun with him. Since brother Khalid and Harith were outside, and her little brother Umar was still sitting beside her reading, I tried to ask her for help with my problem.

"Sister Maryam," I said politely, looking at the wall. "Please excuse me for bothering you. I am asking you because I am sure you have a good, kind heart. Could you please just tell me some landmarks so I can find my way home? I have no more idea how to walk back to the Valley Estate than I do how to walk to China!"

"Take the exact same dirt road you used to get here," she answered coldly. She sat back down in her chair, opened her book, and placed a candle next to it. "It is very short advice, but it is the best I can give you."

"Well, if you hear tomorrow that I was found frozen solid in a snowbank, won't your conscience feel guilty that it was partly your fault?"

"Why would it be my fault? I cannot walk you home. They wouldn't even let me walk to the end of the garden wall."

"You? Astaghfirullah [I seek forgiveness from God], I would never ask you to go outside in this freezing storm just for my convenience!" I cried out. "I just want you to explain the way to me. Or, please, persuade brother Khalid to send a worker with me."

"Who could he send? There is only Khalid, Harith, Auntie Zainab the cook, Yusuf, and me. Which one of us do you want to take?"

"Are there no other young farm workers here?"

"No. That is everyone."

"Well, then it looks like I am forced to sleep here tonight."

"You will have to discuss that with your host. I have nothing to do with it."

"I hope this teaches you a good lesson to never take foolish, unplanned walks in these mountains again," brother Khalid’s harsh voice echoed from the kitchen door. "As for staying the night here, I do not run a hotel for visitors. If you want to stay, you will have to share a floor mattress with Harith or Yusuf."

"I can just sleep right here on a chair in the family room," I replied.

"No, absolutely not! A stranger is a stranger, whether he is rich or poor. I will not allow anyone to freely roam around my house while I am sleeping and off guard!" the rude man declared.

This final insult completely destroyed my patience. I yelled out in sheer frustration and disgust, pushing right past him into the dark, freezing courtyard. I was walking so fast I accidentally bumped right into Harith. It was so dark outside I could not even see where the exit gate was. As I wandered around in the snow, I overheard another wonderful example of how politely this family speaks to each other. At first, Harith actually tried to help me.

"I will walk with him as far as the local park," Harith said.

"You aren't going anywhere with him!" shouted Khalid, or whatever relation he was to the young man. "Who is going to feed and look after the horses, huh?"

"A Muslim brother's life is much more important than taking care of the horses for one evening. Someone needs to help him," sister Maryam muttered, sounding much kinder than I ever expected.

"I am not taking orders from you!" Harith yelled back at her. "If you care about him so much, you better stay quiet."

"Then I hope his ghost haunts you! And I hope brother Khalid never finds another renter until the Valley Estate falls apart!" she answered sharply.

"Listen, listen, she is making dua against them!" grumpy old Yusuf muttered. I had been blindly walking toward the sound of his voice.

Yusuf was sitting under a small roof, milking the cows by the light of a battery-powered lantern. Without asking, I reached out and grabbed his lantern, shouting that I would return it tomorrow morning. I immediately started running toward the nearest gate.

"Master! Master! He is stealing the lantern!" the old man shouted loudly, chasing after me. "Hey, Gnasher! Catch him, dog! Hey Wolf, hold him down! Hold him!"

The moment I opened the small wooden gate, two massive, hairy monster dogs jumped right at my chest. They knocked me flat onto my back in the snow, breaking the lantern and plunging me into total darkness. To make my humiliation complete, I heard brother Khalid and Harith laughing out loud together at my misery. Thankfully, the giant dogs seemed more interested in stretching their legs, yawning, and wagging their tails than actually eating me alive. However, they absolutely refused to let me stand up. I was forced to lie flat in the freezing snow until their evil owners finally decided to call them off.

When I finally stood up, my warm hat was missing, and I was physically shaking with extreme anger. I aggressively ordered the terrible men to open the gate and let me out immediately. I yelled several confusing threats at them, promising I would call the local police and have them all arrested for assault!

I was so incredibly stressed and angry that my nose suddenly started bleeding heavily. Brother Khalid just kept laughing, and I just kept yelling insults at him. I don't know how this disaster would have ended if someone with actual common sense hadn't stepped outside. Auntie Zainab, the strong, hardworking cook, finally came out of the kitchen wearing her hijab to see what all the screaming was about. She thought the men were physically beating me up. Since she was too afraid to yell at her boss Khalid, she pointed her anger right at the younger troublemaker, Harith.

"SubhanAllah [Glory be to God], Harith!" she screamed. "What are you doing now? Are we attacking guests on our own doorstep? We are good practicing Muslims who pray five times a day and believe Allah is above the Arsh [the Throne]! This behavior is completely against the Sunnah [teachings of the Prophet]! I cannot work in this house anymore! Look at the poor brother, he is practically choking on his own blood! Quiet down, quiet down, you shouldn't get so angry. Come inside, brother, I will fix you up. Hold still."

Without warning, she threw a whole cup of icy cold water right down the back of my neck to snap me out of my panic! Then she grabbed my arm and pulled me into the warm kitchen. Brother Khalid followed us inside, his rare moment of laughter quickly disappearing as he returned to his normal, gloomy, angry self.

I felt incredibly dizzy, sick to my stomach, and weak. Because of this, I was absolutely forced to accept sleeping in his house. Khalid ordered Auntie Zainab to give me a strong, hot cup of black seed oil [Habbatul Barakah] mixed with honey to calm my nerves. He then walked away into his private room without another word. Auntie Zainab kindly comforted me about my terrible night. After I drank the hot remedy, which actually made me feel a little better, she gently led me to a spare room to finally get some sleep.
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While leading the way upstairs, Auntie Zainab, fully covered in her hijab, recommended that I should hide my lantern and not make a noise. She explained that brother Khalid had a very strange rule about the room she was putting me in, and he never willingly let anyone sleep there. I asked her why. She replied that she did not know, as she had only worked there for a year or two, and there were so many strange things happening that she did not even try to be curious.

I was too tired and confused to be curious myself, so I locked my door and looked around for the bed. The only furniture in the room was a chair, a clothes closet, and a large wooden structure that looked like a giant box with square windows cut into the top. Walking up to it, I realized it was a unique, old-fashioned enclosed bed, smartly designed so people could have privacy without needing separate rooms. I slid back the wooden side panels, climbed inside with my lantern, pulled the panels shut, and felt completely safe from brother Khalid's watchful eyes.

The window ledge inside the enclosed bed served as a small table, where I placed my lantern. In the corner of the ledge, I noticed a pile of old, dusty books, and the painted wood was covered in scratched writing. The writing was just one name repeated over and over in different sizes: Khadijah Arshad, which then changed to Khadijah Khalid, and finally Khadijah Hasan.

Feeling exhausted and bored [vapid listlessness], I rested my head against the window and kept reading the names—Khadijah Arshad, Khalid, Hasan—until my eyes closed. But I hadn't even rested for five minutes when bright white letters seemed to jump out of the dark like a scary jinn [unseen spirit], and the air felt full of the name Khadijah. Shaking myself awake to clear my head, I saw that the wick of my lantern had fallen onto one of the old books, filling the bed with the smell of burning leather. I quickly put out the flame. Feeling sick and uncomfortable, I sat up and opened the damaged book on my lap. It was an old notebook smelling strongly of dust, and the front page had "Khadijah Arshad, her book" written on it, dated about twenty-five years ago. I looked through the other books and saw they were heavily used, mostly filled with handwritten notes. Scarcely a single page was left blank. Some parts were just random sentences, while others formed a regular diary, written in messy, childlike handwriting. At the top of one page, I actually chuckled out loud to see a very funny but well-drawn cartoon of grumpy old Yusuf. Feeling interested in this unknown sister Khadijah, I began to read her faded handwriting.

"An awful Sunday," the first paragraph began. "I wish my father were back. Hamza is a terrible replacement as the head of the house, and the way he treats poor Khalid is cruel and unjust. Khalid and I are going to rebel, and we took our first step tonight.

"It had been pouring rain all day. We could not walk to the mosque, so old Yusuf decided he had to force us into a study circle up in the attic. While my brother Hamza and his wife Safiyyah relaxed downstairs in front of a warm fire—eating dates and doing anything but reading beneficial Islamic books, I am sure—Khalid, myself, and the poor farm boy were ordered to take our books and go upstairs. We were lined up on a sack of corn, shivering and groaning. We hoped Yusuf would be cold too, so he would give us a short reminder [homily] and let us go. But no! He kept us there for exactly three long hours! And yet, when Hamza saw us coming down, he had the nerve to say, 'What, are you finished already?'. On Sunday evenings, we used to be allowed to play if we were quiet; now, even a small giggle sends us into the corner.

"Hamza acts like a tyrant, shouting, 'You forget I am the master here! I will punish the first person who makes me angry! I demand complete silence!'. Then he said, 'Oh, boy! Was that you? Safiyyah darling, pull his hair as you walk by; I heard him snap his fingers'. Safiyyah pulled his hair hard, then went and sat next to her husband. They sat there talking silly nonsense for hours, the kind of foolish talk we should be ashamed of. Meanwhile, Khalid and I made ourselves as comfortable as we could under a cabinet. I had just tied our jackets together to make a little privacy curtain when Yusuf marched in from the stables. He ripped down my curtain, hit my ears, and grumbled:

"'The master just passed away, the weekend isn't even over, and the sound of the Friday Khutbah [sermon] is still in your ears, yet you dare to play! Shame on you! Sit down, you naughty children! There are plenty of good books to read, so sit down and think about your Akhirah [the Hereafter]!'.

"Saying this, he forced us to sit near the dull firelight just to read the heavy books he shoved into our hands. I could not stand it anymore. I grabbed my dusty note book, threw it straight into the dog house, and swore I hated being forced to read like this! Khalid kicked his note book into the same spot. Then there was a massive uproar!

"'Brother Hamza!' shouted Yusuf. 'Come here! Sister Khadijah tore the back off the book, and Khalid kicked his into the dirt! It is terrifying that you let them act like this! The old master would have disciplined them properly, but he is gone!'.

"Hamza rushed over from his cozy spot by the fire, grabbed us both, and threw us into the back kitchen. Yusuf aggressively promised that Shaytan [the Devil] would come snatch us away. Trying to find comfort, we each found a corner to sit in. I grabbed a notebook and an ink pot, opened the door a little for light, and spent twenty minutes writing this. But Khalid is getting impatient. He suggested we borrow the cook's large waterproof cloak and run around in the rainy mountains. It is a great idea! If that grumpy old Yusuf comes checking on us, he will see we are gone. Besides, we couldn't possibly be any colder or wetter outside than we are in this freezing kitchen".

I guess Khadijah actually went through with her plan, because the next diary entry was about a different subject, and she seemed to be crying [lachrymose] while writing it.

"I never dreamed Hamza would make me cry this much!" she wrote. "My head hurts so much I can barely rest it on the pillow, and I cannot stop crying. Poor Khalid! Hamza calls him a street beggar, refuses to let him sit or eat with us, and forbids us from playing together. He even threatened to kick Khalid out of the house completely if we disobey. He had the nerve to blame our late father for treating Khalid too kindly, and swore he would put Khalid back in his place".

I started to nod off, feeling incredibly sleepy while looking at the faded pages. My eyes wandered from the handwriting to a printed book page. I saw a bold red title: "Seventy Times Seven, and the First of the Seventy-First: A Pious Lecture delivered by Sheikh Jibril at Masjid Al-Noor". While I half-consciously tried to guess what Sheikh Jibril could possibly say about such a strange topic, I fell backward onto the bed and fell fast asleep. Alas, it must have been the effects of the bad tea and the stressful evening! What else could have caused me to have such a terrifying nightmare? I honestly cannot remember a worse night in my entire life.

I started dreaming almost immediately. I dreamed it was morning, and I was walking home with old Yusuf acting as my guide. The snow was incredibly deep, and as we struggled to walk, Yusuf kept complaining and yelling at me for not bringing a wooden walking stick. He bragged and waved his own heavy stick around, insisting I could never enter my house without one. For a second, I thought it was hilarious and silly to need a stick to enter my own home. But then a new thought flashed in my dream: we weren't going to my house. We were actually traveling to hear the famous Sheikh Jibril give his massive lecture on "Seventy Times Seven" sins. In the dream, I felt like either Yusuf, the Sheikh, or I had committed the ultimate unpardonable sin and were going to be publicly shamed.

We finally reached the village mosque, a place I had actually seen in real life during my walks. In my dream, Sheikh Jibril had a huge, focused crowd listening to him. And SubhanAllah [Glory be to God], what a lecture! He literally divided his speech into four hundred and ninety sections! Each section was as long as a normal Friday Khutbah, and each one discussed a completely different, weird sin! I have no idea where he came up with them all.

Oh, how exhausted I became! I squirmed, yawned, nodded off, and woke up again! I pinched myself, rubbed my eyes, stood up, sat down, and poked Yusuf to ask if the Sheikh would ever stop talking. I was forced to sit through the entire thing. Finally, he reached the final sin, the "First of the Seventy-First". Suddenly, I felt deeply inspired to stand up and accuse the Sheikh himself of committing the worst sin!

"Respected Sheikh!" I shouted in my dream. "Sitting right here, I have patiently endured your four hundred and ninety points! Four hundred and ninety times I grabbed my hat to leave, and four hundred and ninety times you forced me to sit back down! This last point is too much! Brothers, stop him! Drag him down so we can finally go home!"

"You are the sinful man!" shouted Sheikh Jibril, pausing dramatically. "Four hundred and ninety times you yawned and made funny faces during my lecture! This is human weakness, but now you have gone too far! Brothers, execute justice upon him!"

With that final word, the entire congregation raised their heavy walking sticks and rushed toward me. Having no weapon to defend myself, I started wrestling with Yusuf, who was the closest and most aggressive attacker. In the crazy riot, sticks were swinging everywhere, hitting everyone. The whole mosque echoed with the sounds of wood hitting wood, and everyone was fighting. Sheikh Jibril started aggressively tapping his stick on the wooden podium, making a loud knocking sound that, thankfully, woke me up! What caused this crazy dream riot? What was making that tapping sound in real life? It was simply the branch of a pine tree blowing in the wind, scratching its dry pinecones against the window! I listened for a second, figured out it was just the tree, turned over, and fell back asleep. Unfortunately, my next dream was even worse.

This time, I remembered I was sleeping in the enclosed wooden bed. I heard the howling wind and the snowstorm, and I heard the annoying pine branch scratching the glass. It annoyed me so much that I decided to open the window and break it off. In my dream, I reached out to open the window lock, but it was soldered shut. "I have to stop this noise!" I muttered. So, I smashed my hand right through the glass to grab the annoying branch. But instead of a tree branch, my fingers grabbed onto the ice-cold fingers of a small hand!

The absolute pure horror of the nightmare washed over me. I tried to pull my arm back, but the freezing hand held on tight, and a sad voice cried out, "Let me in—let me in!".

"Who are you?" I asked, struggling violently to pull away.

"Khadijah Hasan," the voice shivered. "I have come home! I lost my way in the mountains!".

Through the window, I vaguely saw a face looking in. Pure terror made me act aggressively. Knowing this was a bad dream from Shaytan or a trick of the jinn, I tried desperately to shake the creature off. I pulled its wrist against the broken glass, trying to force it to let go. Still, it wailed, "Let me in!" and held on with an iron grip, driving me crazy with fear.

"How can I let you in!" I yelled. "Let me go if you want me to open it!".

The fingers loosened just enough for me to snatch my hand back. I quickly stacked the pile of books against the broken hole and covered my ears to block out the sad crying. I felt like I covered my ears for fifteen minutes, but the moment I uncovered them, the wailing was still there!

"Go away! A'udhu billahi min ash-shaytan ir-rajim! [I seek refuge in Allah from the accursed devil!]" I shouted loudly. "I will never let you in, not even if you beg for twenty years!".

"It has been twenty years," the voice mourned. "I have been lost for twenty years!".

Then the creature started scratching at the books, pushing them forward. I tried to jump out of bed, but I was completely paralyzed by sleep paralysis. I screamed out loud in pure, genuine terror.

To my extreme shock, my scream woke me up for real! I heard fast footsteps running toward my door. Someone violently pushed the door open, and a lantern's light shined through the square holes in my bed. I sat there shaking, wiping the cold sweat from my forehead. The person hesitated and mumbled something. Finally, he whispered, "Is anyone in here?".

I knew it was brother Khalid's voice, and I realized he would keep searching if I stayed quiet, so I decided to reveal myself. I pushed the wooden panels open, and the effect was highly dramatic!

Khalid stood near the door wearing his sleeping clothes, his lantern dripping hot wax all over his fingers. His face was as pale white as the wall behind him. The sudden creak of the bed panel shocked him so badly he dropped the lantern, and he was shaking so much he could barely pick it up again.

"It is just me, your guest, brother Khalid," I called out quickly, not wanting to embarrass him for looking so scared. "I unfortunately had a terrible nightmare from Shaytan and screamed in my sleep. Please forgive me for waking you.".

"May Allah forgive you, brother Tariq! I wish you were at the..." Khalid started to yell, placing the lantern on a chair because his hands were shaking too much to hold it. "Who told you to sleep in this specific room?" he demanded angrily, clenching his fists and grinding his teeth to control his intense emotions. "Who was it? I swear I will fire them right now!".

"It was Auntie Zainab," I replied, jumping out of bed and quickly putting on my thobe [long garment]. "I wouldn't care if you fired her, brother Khalid; she deserves it! I had the most terrifying nightmare! This place feels like it is full of jinn! You have a good reason for locking this room. Nobody wants to sleep in a place that gives you such awful dreams!".

"What do you mean?" Khalid asked. "And what are you doing? Just lie back down and sleep until Fajr [dawn prayer] since you are already here. But for Allah's sake, do not scream like that again! Nothing excuses that noise unless someone was literally attacking you!".

"If that little jinn outside the window had gotten inside, it probably would have attacked me!" I shot back. "I am not dealing with your weird house anymore! First, I dreamed about Sheikh Jibril's endless lecture, and then some little nightmare named Khadijah Hasan—or Arshad—crying at the window! What a wicked little trick of the mind!".

As soon as I said her name, I remembered seeing Khadijah's name written all over the window ledge. I felt highly embarrassed for bringing it up, but I tried to play it cool. "The truth is, brother," I quickly added, "I spent the first part of the night reading the names scratched on the window ledge. It was a boring task, just trying to fall asleep, like counting sheep...".

"How dare you speak about her like that to me!" Khalid thundered with pure, savage anger. "How dare you, inside my own house! Are you crazy?" He smacked his own forehead in deep frustration.

I didn't know if I should be angry at his yelling or just explain myself, but he looked so emotionally crushed that I felt bad for him. I gently explained that I had never heard the name "Khadijah Hasan" before, but reading it on the ledge must have planted the idea in my head, causing the vivid nightmare. As I spoke, Khalid slowly backed up and sat down, hiding in the shadows next to the bed. I could hear his heavy, shaking breathing, and I realized he was struggling to hold back massive waves of emotional grief. Not wanting to embarrass him by showing I noticed his pain, I loudly gathered my things, checked my watch, and casually said, "Wow, it isn't even 3:00 AM yet! Time moves so slowly here. We must have gone to bed at 8:00 PM!".

"We always sleep at 9:00 PM in winter and wake up at 4:00 AM for Tahajjud [night prayer]," Khalid said, trying to suppress a painful groan. From the shadow of his arm, I saw him wipe a tear from his eye. "Brother Tariq," he added, "you can go wait in my room. You will just be in the way if you go downstairs to the kitchen this early. And your childish screaming has completely ruined my sleep.".

"It ruined my sleep too," I replied. "I will just walk around the courtyard until the sun comes up, and then I am leaving. You don't have to worry about me visiting again. I have officially decided I enjoy being alone!".

"What wonderful company you are!" Khalid muttered sarcastically. "Take the lantern and go wherever you want. I will join you in a minute. Just stay out of the yard because the big dogs are unchained. You can just walk around the hallways. Now go! I will be out in two minutes!".

I obeyed and left the room. However, I didn't know the layout of the dark hallway, so I stood still for a moment. Without meaning to, I witnessed my grumpy host completely break down. He climbed onto the bed, pushed open the window, and burst into uncontrollable, heartbroken tears.

"Oh Khadijah, may Allah grant you Jannah [Paradise]!" he sobbed loudly. "I miss you so much! Oh, the darling of my heart! May Allah have mercy on you!". His grief was so intense and painful, even though she was gone. The snowy wind blew wildly through the open window, reaching me in the hallway and blowing out my lantern.

His crying was so full of agony that my heart felt soft toward him. I felt a bit guilty for telling him my silly nightmare, since it clearly triggered his deep sorrow over his late loved one. I carefully walked downstairs in the dark and found the back kitchen, where a small fire was still glowing, allowing me to relight my lantern. The only thing awake was a grey cat that meowed softly at me.

I laid down on a wooden bench near the warm fireplace, and the cat jumped onto the other bench. We were both dozing off when old Yusuf climbed down a wooden ladder from his attic room. He gave me a highly suspicious glare, pushed the cat off its bench, and sat down. He pulled out his miswak [teeth cleaning twig] and aggressively started cleaning his teeth while silently counting his dhikr [remembrance of Allah] on his fingers. He clearly thought my being there was extremely rude, but he didn't say a word. I let him focus on his worship. After finishing, he sighed heavily, stood up, and left as quietly as he had arrived.

Next, someone with heavy, energetic footsteps walked in. I opened my mouth to say "As-salamu alaykum [peace be upon you] and good morning," but quickly closed it. It was the rough young man, Harith, and he was quietly muttering complaints about everything he touched while searching for a snow shovel. He looked at me while flaring his nostrils, clearly having zero intention of being polite. Since he was heading outside to shovel snow, I got up to follow him out of the kitchen. He noticed me following, so he pointed his shovel at another door, grunting to tell me I should
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