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PREFACE 

This dissertation is concerned with the world of Naguib Mahfouz, 

a novelist and short story writer. The objective of this study is of 

multifold; first, to present an English translation of ~-Liss 

wa 'L-Kilab (The Thief and th~ Dogs) as a specimen of one of Mahfouz' . . 
finest works; second, to present a critical analysis of the novel 

showing how successfully Mahfo~z utilizes the Western stream of 

consciousness technique for the first time in Arabic in writing Th~ 

Thief and the Dogs, and finally, by comparing him with his predeces-

sors and his contemporaries, to show that the author of our concern is 

one of the very few innovators of the Arabic novel, and the leading 

literary figure, not only in Egypt, but also in the entire Arab World. 

To better comprehend this novel the reader should bear in mind 

the primary theme it sets forth, that of a thief in search of his 

identity. Naguib Mahfouz sets out not to write a murderer's story, but 

to write the story of a man in search of his identity, a man who 

attempts to impose meaning on a chaotic world but whose bullets 

ironically miss their target and lead to further chaos. 

The author wishes to express his profound appreciation to his 

major adviser, the late Dr. Clinton Keeler, for his good counsel and 

assistance in the preparation of the plan of this study. Special 

gratitude and indebtedness are also expressed to Dr. Jennifer Kidney, 

Dr. Gordon Weaver and Dr. Raymond Habiby for the valuable help and 
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guidance they have rendered in revising the manuscript and making 

useful suggestions towards improving the final copy of this study. 

Indebtedness is also acknowledged to the other committee members, Dr. 

David S. Berkeley and Dr. Samuel H. Woods, Jr., for their prolific 

and salutary assistance in the preparati'on of the final manuscript. 

I owe a special debt to Naguib Mahfouz, the subject of this study, 

for his invaluable information about his work and himself, and for his 

help, kindness, and care. I am very sincerely grateful to my teacher 

and Friend, Dr. Sam1r Sarhan of the University of Cairo, Egypt, for 

providing me with the original idea and plan of this study, for looking 

over the manuscript of the translation, and making valuable suggestions, 

and for giving me a great deal of his precious time, and finally for 

his sincere and friendly encouragement. Thanks are al so due to Dr. 

Fatma Mussa of the University of Cairo for providing me with two of 

her invaluable texts which I used as references in this study and 

which proved to be very helpful, and to Dr. Hamd1 Sakkut for guiding 

my steps toward a better understanding and appreciation of Mahfouz, the 

man and the artist, and to Yusuf al-Sh~run1 for providing me with his 

text, Dirasat fi 1 L-Riwaya wa 1 L-Qissa' L-Qas1ra (Studies l!l the Novel 

and the Short St9_r1J, and for his kindness and great help. 

Tha~ks are also extended to Mrs. Sharon. Hair for her care and 

efficiency in typing, to Esther M. Gloe for her assistance in editing 

the earlier draft of the translation, and to the people in charge of 

the microfilm section and the other librarians of Oklahoma State 

University for their assistance and care. 

This study would not have existed without the financial support 

and encouragement of the government of Saudi Arabia, represented by my 
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sponsor, King 1Abdulaz{z University. I am sincerely grateful for all 

the help and support they have furnished me with. 

In addition, gratitude is expressed to my parents, my brothers 

Sammy, 1Adnan, ·and Adeeb for their priceless help in providing me 

with the many texts and materials which are not available in the 

United States, and for their sincere care and encouragement. 

Also, a very special appreciation is extended to my wife for her 

understanding, encouragement, care, and many sacrifices. 

Finally, and above all, it is a hopeless understatement to say 

that I am truly grateful and indebted to our Creator, Almighty God, 

without Whose help, guidance, and love this study would have never 

existed. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Short Biography of Naguib Mahfouz . . 

Naguib Mahfouz was born in December 11, 1911 in Cairo, Egypt, in 
' al-Hussain Quarter. His father was a merchant from a middle-class 

Muslim family. While he was a young boy the family moved to 

al-'Abbasiya, a suburb of Cairo. He was influenced greatly by the 

al-·Hussain Quarter and al-'Abbasiya and such environmental influence . 
is reflected in most of his novels and short stories . 

. In his reminiscences of their childhood together, Dr. Adham 

Rajab (M.D.), Mahfouz' lifelong friend, furnished valuable and inter

esting information about the author. In the special Mahfouz issue of 

.!]:-Hila 1 magazine (February 1970), Dr. Rajab declared that Mahfouz 

was a first class soccer player, that in his youth he was very 

talented in provoking laughter and amusement among his friends, skilled 

at puns ridiculing those who dared laugh at him. In high school, 

Dr. Rajab remembered Mahfouz established a club to maintain morality 

and to resist immoral phrases among the students of the school. Mahfo~z 

suddenly decided to dissolve the club and joined the club of his 

opponents so that he would be able to confront them using their own 

weapons: wit, puns, and pranks. Mahfouz,said Dr. Rajab, was very . . 
sincere and honorable, showing his love and gratitude to his family. 
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Each Thursday he used to leave his office after a busy day at the 

Ministry of Waquf (Pious Foundations) in order to have dinner with his 

mother, brothers, and sisters. 1 

Mahfouz was very fond of music. In the same issue of al-Hilal, 

Kam~l-al-Najmf wrote that Mahfouz took music lessons in his youth and 

that he possessed musical appreciation. He was fond of Salih 'Abdul 

Haey, a popular singer and composer at that time. Mahfouz and his 

friends used to go to al-Sakkaklnl Cafe to enjoy listening to the 
. 2 

singer on the radio whenever the latter gave a recital. 

Naguib Mahfouz and Dr. Rajab were very close friends. Mahfouz 

himself admitted that he was grateful to Dr. Rajab, who first directed 

his attention to literature: 

I am obliged to Dr. Adham who guided my steps toward 
literature . . . . I only graduated from the School of 
Philosophy, and therefore all my studies were merely philo
sophical. I never realized that I had the ability to be a 
writer until two years after my graduation .... I needed 
Dr. Rajab to give me an idea about the modern English 
Literary School. Thanks to his library; it was of great 
he 1 p. . . . 3 

In 1934 Mahfouz graduated from the School of Philosophy at Cairo 

University. "For a while he worked on the staff of the periodical 

'al-Risala' and translated a book i~ English on ancient Egypt which 

1 - - ·- . -Adham Rajab, 11 Safahat Majhula min Hayat Naguib Mahfouz 11 

("Unknown Pages of Naguib Mabfou( Life"), The special Mahfouz al-Hilal 
issue of Feb. 1970, see pp. 92-99. · 

~Kmal al-Najml, 11 M'a al-Gina' wa 'Lmugnln fi Adab Naguib 
MaQfou~ ("With Singing and the Singers in Naguib Mahfouz' Art 11 ), 

al-Hilal, see pp. 128-136. 
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was ironically enough, to be his first published work. 114 Mahfouz made 

the acquaintance of a very well known Egyptian socialist, Salama Mussa, 

who urged him to write for his journal, ~-Majalla ~-Jad1da (The 

Modern Magazine); Mussa helped Mahfouz publish his first collection of 

short stories, Hams ~-Junun (The Whisper of Madness). Since that 

time Mahfouz has published several novels and collections of short 

stories. 

After the revolution of 1952, he ceased writing for five years. 

In an interview with Mahfouz concerning this period he declared that: 

The circumstances which compelled me to writing, in the 
past, had completely changed (after the Revolution). 
Consequently, I found myself in complete inanity and I 
thought that maybe it was a temporal vacuity, or maybe 
it was just a kind of harmonious relaxation to contem
plate and absorb a new style in writing in the future, 
or maybe it was the end of my career.5 

It was not the end, however, for he finally decided after five years 

that he was ready to write again, making sure this time that he would 

never use realism again because his mind was preoccupied with new 

methods, techniques, and subject matter. He decided to develop and to 

modernize his style. In 1956-57 Mahfouz publi~hed the trilogy. 6 

41 Akef Abadir and Rober Allen, 11 A Short Biography of Naguib 
Mahfouz, 11 God's World by Naguib Ma~fou~ (Minneapolis: Bibliotheca 
Isiami~a, 1973), p. 234. 

5Majalat ~-Eza'a (The Broadcasting magazine), Dec. 21, 1957, 
quoted by YQsuf al-Sh~rOniin Dir~s~t fi-'L Riw~ya wa 'L-Qissatu 'L 
Qas1ra (Studies iD_ the Novel and _!:he Short Story) (Cairo·: 
The Egyptian Anglo Library, 1967), p. 21 

6Ma~foli? finished the tr~logy in 1952 and published it during the 
years 1956-57. In 1956 Bain ~-Qasrain was awarded the State Prize 
for Literature in Egypt. 
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Bain tl-Qasrain (Between the Two Palaces), Qasr tl-Shauq (The Palace . . 
of Solicitude), and tl-Sukkariya (The Sugar Bowl). 

Mahfouz ha~ occupied several governmental positions. He worked as 

the director of the Cinema and Theatre Organization, as an adviser to 

the Minister of Culture, and as a director of censorship. In late 1971 

he retired and now writes for tl-Ahram newspaper, one of the leading 

papers in the country. His last work was tl-~ara(lsh, a novel which 

4 

was serialized in October literary magazine, during the summer of 1976. 

Mahfouz has declared more than once that he is thinking very seriously of 

writing his autobiography, but that he is not sure when this work will 

be done. 

Mahfouz' Place in Arabic Literature 

Before the work of Naguib Mahfouz, the attempts at introducing 

the genre of the novel into Arabic Literature were immature. The 

first novel in Arabic Literature of any value was Muhammad Hussain 

Heikal's Zeinab, published 1914. Zeinab was a romantic novel depicting 

the life of farmers in the Egyptian countryside of the Nile Valley. 

The author accurately rendered the village life in that part of the 

country; Dr. Fatma Mussa, a well-known critic and professor at the 

University of Cairo, has stated in her book,_ The Arabic Novel in Egypt, 

that Zeinab 11 was obviously written under the auspices of romanticism 117 

It was not until the early thirties that any novel of equal value 

appeared.· In 1926 the first historical novel of any value, Muhammad 

7 - - - -Fatma Mussa Ma~1moud, The Arabi~ Novel j_Q_ Egypt (Cairo: The 
Egyptian General Book Organization, 1973), p. 20. 



5 

Far1d Abu Had1d 1 s Ibnat al-Mamluk (The Daughter of the Mamluks) was 

published. The novel was written in a highly elevated classical 

Arabic and was about the struggle between Muhammad 'All and the Marnluks 

during the period 1804 to 1807. The story was combined with historical 

events, but some of the defects were the poorness of the action and the 

unbelievable and unnatural things which the hero was capable of 

performing. 8 In 1931 Ibrah1m al-Mazn1 pub1ished his romantic novel 

Ibrahim tl-Katib, in 1933 Tawfi~ al-~ak1m 1 s novel 1 Audat~l-Ruh 

(Ressurection) was published, and in 1934 Taha Hussa1n 1 s Q.!:!_ 1 .§_ tl-Karawan 

(The Call of the Nightingale) appeared. 

Ibrah1m al-K~t1b was a ro~antic novel about the relationship 

between man and woman in Egyptian society. The author's technique 

was to depict the male-female relationship through the portraits of 

three \.'JOmen: Mary, ShuShu, and Layla. The only bridge that linked the 

three girls was the character of the hero, Ibrah1m. Tawf1k a1-Hak1m 1 s 

Ressurection was a landmark in the history of the Arabic novel. The 

nove 1 i 11 us tra ted a sma 11 community of bachelors coming to Cairo to 

enter the University; it also showed Hakl'm 1 s disgust for the Revol~1tion 

of 1919. The author used colloquial Arabic in writing his dialogue, a 

matter which dissatisfied most of his friends and most of the readers 

as well.· But the novel proved to be a success and its influence on the 

genre of the Arabic nove·1 was great. Dr. Fatma Mussa writes that, 

Tawf1q al-Hak1m is now the recognized grand man of the 
theatre, but he is also one of the fathers of the Arabic 
novel. His first novel, 1 Audat tl-ROh (Ressurection), 

8Hamd1 Sakkut, The Igy__2_tian Nov_~l_ and Its Main Trends From 1913 
to 1952 (Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 197~see p. 48:--



is one of the early landmarks in the history of this literary 
form .... In fact, Tawf'lq al-Hak'lm 1 s strongest point is 
dialogue, both colloquial and ciassical .9 

Ressurection was in some ways an autobiographical novel and one of the 

few to open a new path for other authors to follow. But Hak1m could 

not stay long with the novel and decided to turn back to his favorite 

field, the drama. 

Although the works of those pioneers were far from perfect they 

paved the road for other writers to improve the art of the novel in 

Arabic Literature. Mahfouz was one of those who not only improved, 

but also universalized to some extent, the Arabic novel. 

Mahfouz is considered an innovator in the Arabic .novel. One of 

his characteristics is that he is a writer who always develops his 

writing according to the circumstances he is d~aling with. But what 

really makes him an innovator, and the leading literary figure in the 

Arab literary world, is his talent in using the various techniques and 

forms from Western schools and literary movements and in handling these 

techniques as masterfully and skillfully as any of the great European 

or American novelists. On the other hand, as Dr. Hamdl Sakkut puts it 

in his book The f9t2tian Novel, 

MaQfOU? 1 excellent command of Arabic language enables him 
to express the entire range of human emotion clearly and 
eloquently. \.Jhereas many earlier novels such as Zeinab, 
Ibrahim 91-Katib, 1 Usfur min ~Sharg and Sara had suffered 
because the principal character was too obviously a 
reflection of the author, Naguib Mahfouz had been a prolific 
writer for almost twenty years before it was possible to 
identify him with one of his characters, Kamal 'Abd al-Jawad 
in the trilogy (1956-57). Indeed one admires in Mahfouz' 
work the immense variety of characters whose innerm6st · 
thoughts and emotions are convincingly described .... 

9Fatma Mussa, p. 25. 

6 



Mahfouz' works are undoubtedly the first to provide the 
Arab reader with an opportunity of entering so many 
private worlds different from his own limited one. For 
all these reasons, Arab critics are one in admiring and 
appreciating Naguib MaQfou~ 1 works.10 

Sakkut goes on, 

With his admirable ability to create a wide range of 
characters and to portray a tremendous variety of situations, 
his extensive knowledge of literary techniques and his capa
city of welding together the universal and the particular, 
and for dealing with fundamental human ·issues, Mabfou? is 
undoubtedly superior as a novelist to the other writers whose 
works have been "discussed above, and indeed is justly con- 11 
sidered by many to be the greatest novelist in the Arab world. 

Although Mahfouz was neglected by the critics for a long time, . . 
he kept on writing because he felt that he had a message that he wanted 

to get through to his readers. It was not until after he published his 

ninth novel, Bidaya wa Nih~_ (Beginning and End), that critics paid 

any attention to him. He made his way to success and fame after 

publishing his trilogy. Mahfouz stated that when some of the critics 

were really against him, he never let the matter upset him, on the 

contrary, he tried hard to make use of their criticism in developing 

d . . h' 't' 12 an improving ls wn rngs. 

Brief Account of Mahfouz' Develdpment 

as a Novelist 

The Arabic novel, if compared with the European or the American 

novel, has gone through similar stages of development in a shorter 

10sakkut, p. 114. 

11 Ibid., pp. 141-·2. 

12Raja' al-Naqqash, Udaba' Mu 'aserun (Iontern.12..QJ:.~ Litera!::Y_ 
figures_) (Cairo: Ttie Egyptian Anglo Library, 1968), see pp. 167-168. 
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time. All those stages are represented in the works of Naguib Mahfouz, 

under whose artistic guidance the Arabic novel has achieved a high level 

of quality. 

Like many writers, Mahfouz started his career as a writer with 

historical romance. Then Mahfouz turned to realism for a period of 

about seven years. When he found out that he had no more to say, just 

after the Revolution of 1952, Mahfouz underwent a period of recreation 

and relaxation that lasted for five years. In 1956 Mahfouz started . . 
to write again, using what we can call post-realistic or symbolic-

philosophical techniques. 

The Historical Phase (1939-1944) 

The historical phase of Mahfouz• work consists of three historical 

novels: 1Abath tl-Agdar (The Mockery of Fates, 1939), Radub1s 13 (1943) 

and Ki fah Ti ba (The Struggle of Thebes, 1944) . . . 
A careful reader will undoubtedly not~ce that although Mahfouz has 

chosen historical backgrounds and settings for these novels, they carry 

out a concealed criticism of the monarch of Egypt, King Faruq. History, 

as a theme, is only a frame, a mask which allows the author to criticize 

the social and political conditions- of the time. The setting of these 

three novels is Ancient Egypt. The Mockery of Fates con9emns the 

tyranny and arbitary actions of the rulers and depicts the disillusion

ment of the people of Egypt. The Mockery of Fates indicates,Sakkut, is 

13The title is also the ~ame of the name of the beautiful dancer 
and mistress of the Pharaoh Merenra, one of the main characters in the 
novel. 



... similar to Abu Had1d's first historical novel Ibnat 
al-Mamluk. It is full of improbabilities and coincidences, 
and the hero is faultless and has every conceivable good 
quality: like 'Al1, the hero of Ibnat al-Mamluk, he is too 
good to be true. Yet the novel containsthe first indica
tions of an artistic talent which is feeling its way. The 
psychological descriptions of characters are realistic and 
convincing, even while the situations in which the characters 
find themselves are unlikely. The author's powerful imagin
ation enables him to describe battle scenes which are 
completely lifelike.14 

His second novel Radub1s, also a historical romance with an 

ancient Egyptian setting,. condemns royal corruption. In Radub1s the 

young Pharaoh neglects the affairs of his people when he becomes a 

captive of Radubls' love. His people finally conspire against him and 

one of the rebels kills him with an arrow. 

Mahfouz' third novel, The Struggle of Thebes, condemns British 

imperialism in Egypt (they had occupied Egypt for nearly 75 years). 

The people rebel and fight in order to free the Valley of the Nile, 

both politically and socially. The novel shows the struggle of the 

Pharaohs and the ancient Egyptians against the invaders from Hyksos. 

After various battles, the invaders are defeated and the Egyptians 

free their land under the leadership of the Pharaoh, King Ahmose. 

Dr. Fatma Mussa indicates that Naguib Mahfouz . . 
... confessed that he modelled these three first novels 
on the example.of the historical novel of Sir Walter Scott 
and of Alexander Dumas. The lesson of Sir Walter Scott is 
obvious in the attempts to portray Ancient Egyptians in 
their daily life ... and old customs.15 

The novels of the historical phase are characterized by emphasis 

on fate and coincidence. They are full of implausible incidents and 

14 -Sakkut, p. 72. 

15Fatma Mussa, p. 49. 
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minute details of battles and the domestic life of the ancient Egyptian~ 

The language is highly elevated. The characters are 11 skeletons wearing 

historical masks. The reader does not share their feelings ... most 

of the dialogue is informative rather than impressive or psychological 
11l6 

Mahfouz once said that his aim was to record the complete history 

of Ancient Egypt, just as Scott recorded the history of Britain in 

his various novels, but after he had published The Mockery of Fates, 

Radub1s and The Struggle of Thebes, he admitted that the wish to fulfill 

that plan had vanished: 

Suddenly the desire to write historical romance died 
within me, and I found myself turning to realism in al
Qahira al-Jadl'da (Modern Cairo) without any preliminaries. 
I remained absorbed in th-is until I finished the trilogy 
in April 1952.17 

The Realistic - Naturalistic 

Phase ( 1945-1957) 

There are eight novels which represent Mahfouz' realistic -

naturalistic phase: ~Qahira .tl-Jad1d~ (Modern Cairo, 1945), Khan 

· ·.tl-Khal111 18 (1946), Zuqag .tl-Midagg (Midagg Alley, 1947), tl-Sarab 

(The Mirage, 1948), Bidaya wa Nihaya (Beginning_ and End, 1949), and 

16 - - - - - - -Ma~mud Amin al-'Alim, Ta'mulat fi 'Alam Naguib Mahfouz 
(Reflections on the World of Naguib MahfouZ)--Z-Cairo: The Egyptian 
General Publishing Organization, 1970)~ p. 31. 

17sakkut, p. 115. 

18The titles Khan .tl-Khalili and fUqag ~-Midagq are named after 
actual streets in A1-Azhar a large section"in Cairo; "Egypt. 



the trilogy, Bain ~-~a~rain (Between the Two P~laces, 1956), Qasr 

~-Shau9 (The Palace of Solicitude, 1957) and 9l-Sukkariya (The Sugar 

Bowl, 1957) ~ 9 

Mahfouz decided to turn to the realistic novel in order to deal 

directly with the miseries of his own time. By doing so, not only 

did he build himself a solid reputation as a leading literary figure, 

but he also established the realistic tradition in Arabic Literature. 

11 

In these novels Mahfouz renders the life and problems of the lower 

middle-class, especially in Cairo, in the thirties and forties. Like 

a great painter, he portrays how such a class lives with poverty, 

social injustice, conflict with the authorities and the upper-class, 

frustration, and depression. 20 

Generally speaking, the second phase of Mahfouz• development is 

characterized by an accurate depiction of society within the frame of· 

the events. As in naturalistic novels of the West, fate and inevit-

ability are emphasized. Minute detail, particularly in the trilogy, 

is one of the characteristics of this phase. The reader encounters a 

great number of characters in a novel, but only one of those is the 

·central figure around whom the rest of the characters revolve. In 

some other novels of this phase, as Sh~runi states, we may have more 

than one important character. Like Dickens, Tolstoy, or Zola, 

Mahfouz uses a technique which allows him to talk about one particular 

incident in one chapter and another, completely different, in the next 

chapter(s). Only after a few chapters have passed does the author 

19The novels of the trilogy also carry the names of actual streets 
in Al-Azhar. 

20 - -Mussa, see p. 50. 
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t th f . . . d t . d 21 return o e irst inc1 en , or i ea. Another important feature 

of this stage is Mahfouz' creation of social stereotypes with realistic 

traits replacing the historical 11 masked 11 characters of the first stage; 

the characters here are more real and human. The reader notices the 

depiction of social problems and conflicts, but Mahfo~z neither inter

feres with the action nor preaches or solves any problems. In this 

phase we live with the individual through his action, we share his 

feelings and sympathize with him, while at the same time we do not miss 

the social or the historical issues within which this individual 

l . 22 i ves. 

In the novels.of the second stage, Mahfo~z leaves the reader with 

a gloomy impression about the tragic flaws and fates of his characters, 

who have no choice but to fail and who may pay with their lives for an 

unexpected change in their fates. Kami l , the hero of The Mir~, 

'Abbas al-~ilw, one of the main characters of Midaqq Alley, Hassanain, 

one of the members of the family in Beginning and End, are among many 

of Mahfouz' characters who are victims of an inexorable fate. When 

Mahfouz was asked in an interview in Majalet tl-fza'a (The Broadcasting 

magazine) about the purpose of the tragic fate of his characters he 

said: 

I have written all those stories at a time when the 
people had the tendency to believe that op ti mi sm or·, 
enthusiasm were a sort of intoxicant or numbness to one's 
feelings, as well as it was a kind of merely accepting fate 
as it is. But besides the sad endings of those novels we 
have to consider the fact that melancholy or misfortune 

21 - - -Sharuni, see pp. 16-17. 

22 -
'Alim~ see pp. 32-3. 



were not all that I wanted to depict. Those stories were 
written to impel the people to oppose the conditions of the 
society and to change the cultural system. The hero of my 
story might commit suicide, but the question is, why?23 

13 

One of the distinctive features of this stage is the desperate 

quest of the educated or semi-educated members of the middle-class to 

become part of the upper-class. This is seen with Hassanain, in 

Beginning and End, who is willing to marry the Pasha's daughter so that 

he may join her social class. 

Another important quality that marks this phase of Mahfouz• 

development is intellect~al duality, such as that between religion 

and science, between the man of principles and the materialist. Such 

duality is very vital to the structure of the novel in this stage. 24 

A great number of the characters in these novels are depicted as 

immoral. Mahfouz explains this matter to Ibrahim al-Wardan1 in an 

interview in tl-Jumhuriya entitled 11 Rihla fl Ra's Naguib Mahfouz 11 ( 11A 

Journey in Naguib Mahfouz' Mind 11 ). He says: . . 
At that time I had the tendency to use homosexuality in 
my stories only as a symbol to indicate and to refer 
to the political corruption at the time.25 

In using immorality in his novels, Mahfouz condemns the authorities 

and their corruption. As he indicates, the heroes of his novels may 

23Majalat tl-Eza 1 a, cited by Sharuni, p. 17. 

24As we will see when we discuss The Thief and the Dogs, which 
belongs to the third stage, duality plays a very important part in 
the novel, especially the duality between religion and the man of 
principles. 

25 - - - - -Ebrahim ~l-Wardani 11 Ril)la fi Ra 1 s Naguib Mahfouz,'' ( 11 A Journey 
in Naguib Ma~fou?' Mind~). tl-Jumhuriya newspaper, '(Apr. 19, 1960, 
p. 20) quoted by Sharuni, p. 18. 
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commit suicide or homosexual acts, but the question which must be 

asked is, why? Also, the emphasis on such sordid aspects of life is 

also a characteristic of naturalism. 

Finally, the language Mahfouz uses in writing the novels of the . . 
second stage is a combination of description and dialogue, and he 

handles the latter item so masterfully that many critics were under 

the impression that Mahfouz was turning towards drama, following in the 

footsteps of Tawf1q al-Hak1m. . . 

The Post-Realistic Phase 

(The Thief and _the Dogs) 

Ji' 
t' 

The Arabic novel before Mahfouz' The Thief and the Dog~ had a 

tendency to concentrate mainly on the external description of 

characters and events on one hand, and on the conflict either among 

the characters themselves, or between them and their society, on the 

other hand. Little attention was paid to the characters' inner 

experience. 

Almost all of the major literary critics have agreed that The 

Thief and the Dogs is one of Mahfouz' finest and most important works. 

The novel was first serialized in al-Ahram newspaper, Fridays' issues 

from Aug. 11 through Sept. 29, 1961. The first edition ~as published 

in book form by Misr Publishing Bookstore, Cairo in late 1961. 

Although Midaqg Alley and the trilogy brought Mahfouz artistic 

and critical fame, The Thief and the Dogs placed him among the great 

literary figures of the world: The novel was a great success and won 

popularity in serialized form, book form, and as a motion picture, not 

only because the author has a wide and eager circle of readers, but 
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also because this particular novel was the first of its kind written in 

Arabic. 

The Thief and _!he D~ has been discussed extensively by critics 

of Arbic Literature, most of whom were enthusiastically complimentary. 

Dr. Fatma Mussa, in 11 al-Liss wa 'L-Kilab· Bain al-Funn wa 'L-Waq 11 ( 11 The 

Thief and the Dogs as an Art and Reality"), in Bain Adabain (Betwee~ 

Two Liteartures, 1972), was specially concerned with the sources of the 

story and of the character Saeed Mahran. In her two essays, "Naguib 

Mahfouz and the Development of the Arabic Novel" and 11 Alexandria and 

the Later Novels of Naguib Mahfouz" (The Arabic Novel ~ ~91.2..!_, 1973), 

Dr. Mussa admired Mahfouz' style and his 11 breaking away from the oid 

technique of meticulous details and panoramic narration, 1126 depending 

here only on the stream of consciousness technique, and by doing so he 

11 has attempted something much more complex, more modern and, what is 

more, highly artistic. 1127 Dr. Hamdl' Sakkut' s 11 Mahfouz 1' (The Igypti an 

Novel and l!s Main Trends: 1913-1952, 1971) was mainly concerned vii th 

Mahfouz' use of the stream of consciousness technique and his place as 

11 the greatest novelist in the Arab World. 11 Mahmud Am1m al-'Alim in 

"al-Liss wa'L-Kilab 11 ( 11 The Thief and the Dogs 11 ), in Ta'mulat fl 1Alam 

Naguib Ma~fou~ (Reflections on the Worl~ 2.i. Naguib Ma~fou~, 1970), 

discussed the role of Saeed Mahran, stressing the idea that he was not 

an "honest thief, 11 as some of the critics used to believe; he was, 

rather, a blind; stubborn, corrupted theif who failed drastically 

26 ...., -Mussa, p. 63. 

27 Ibid., p. 51. 



because he thought he was.able to successfully confront society alone. 

At the end of his essay, 'Alim praised the story which he believed was 
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a 11 prolonged dramatic and poetic piece of art. 1128 Ahmad Muhammad 1 Attiya, . . 
in M'a Naguib Mahfouz (With Naguib Mahfouz) commented on two issues that 

concerned some of the themes of The Thie·f and the ~- In "Azmat 

al-Batal al-Thawr1 fi Adab Naguib Mahfouz 11 ( 11 The Crises of the Revolu-

tionary Hero in the Art of Naguib Mahfouz 11 ) • 1Attiya concerned himself 

with the nature and the meaning of Ra 1 uf 1 s betrayal, asserting that 

that character was 11 the model for the untrue revolutionary who could be 

bought so easily, 1129 and in 11 Naguib Mahfouz wa 1 L-Lam 1 aqul 11 ( 11 Naguib . . . 
Mahfouz and the Improbable 11 ), 1 Attiya stated that although the novel 

exposed a realistic story of 11 the honest thief Saeed Mahran, 11 it also 

brought to light the attitudes of religion towards social injustice, 

and the position of the fanatical individual who rejects his society, 

and how such a rejection was doomed to fai1. 30 

Dr. Laflfa al-Zayat 1 s, "al-Shakl al-Riwai 'Enda Naguib Mahfouz 

Min ~Lis~ wa 1 L-Kilab 'Ila Miramar ( 11 The Artistic Form in Naguib 

Mahfouz: From Jhe Thief ?nd the Dogs to Mi ramar 11 ) (tl-Hi l al, February, .. . 
1970) contains a fine commentary on the structure of the novel. After 

expressing her admiration of the novel, Dr. Zayat remarks that the 

symbolic and highly artistic structure of the novel was more than just 

an artistic necessity. Then she explained tile: nature and the artistic 

281 Alim, see pp. 86-96. 

29Ahmad ~uhammad 1 Attiya, M 1 a Nag)i b Mahfouz (With Nagui.Q_ Mahfouz) 
(Beirut: al-Jil Publishing House, 1977 , pp. 43-4. · · 

30 Ibid., see pp. 104-105. 



use of the stream of consciousness technique, as used by Mahfouz in 

The Thief and the Dogs. Dr. Zayat ended her article by remarking that 

the reader of this kind of a novel will always see the author's vision 

of the conflict in the story, not that of the main character's, 
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because the conflict of the characters of Mahfouz• third phase will 

always be ended by failure and death. 31 Nab11 Ra~ib's 9adiyat ~-Shakl 

al-Funn'i 'Enda Naguib t:Jahfouz (The Case of the Artistic Form i.!! Naguib 

Mahfou~, 1975), and Raja' al-Naqqash's Udaba 1 Mu 1 asirun (Contemporary 

Literary Figures, 1968) contained some of the most intelligent analysis 

of and comments on the structure and the total meaning of the novel. 

In his article, 11 Naguib Mahfouz Bain al-Dfo wa 1 L-Falsafa" 

("Naguib Mahfouz Between Religion and Philosophy 11 ) which was reviewed . . 
in al-Hilal, February 1970, Sabr'i Hafiz discussed Saeed 1 s search for a 

spiritual refuge in religion and suggested that the hero's failure in 

his task was due to the fact that he was blind to reality, and that in 

order for him to come to any resolutions or any comfort, Saeed must be 

realistic enough to look for the answers in the real world, because the 

metaphysical world would be impenetrable to ordinary people like 

himself. 32 

In 11 al-Mumis f1 Adab Naguib Mahfouz'' ("The Prostitute in Naguib 

Mahfouz"), in Hawa' wa Arb'a 'Amaliga (Eve and Four Giants, 1976), . . . 
Suf'i 'Abdallah was concerned with the role of Noor, the whore, as a 

3\aflfa al-Zayat, "al-Shakl al-Riwai 'Enda Naguib Mahfouz" ( 11 The 
Artistic Form in Naguib Ma~fo~z"), _tl-Hilal, see pp. 62-75: 

32sabr1 Hafiz, "Naguib Mahfouz Bain al-D'ln wa 'l-Falsafa" ( 11 Naguib 
Mahfouz Between Religion and Pliilosophy 11 ), al-Hilal, see pp. 116-127. 



symbol of light, honesty, love, and generosity. Sufi 'Abdallah ended 

her article by stating that in the wor-ld of dogs there was one \'/Oman 

who was not really a dog, and that woman was Noor, the prostitute, the 

possessor of a large and tender heart. 33 
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1 Akif Ab~dir and Roger Allen, in their translation of a collection 

of some of Mahfouz' short stories entitled God's_ World (1973), referred 

to Saeed 1 s nightmarish world, his quest to avenge himself against 

Nabawiya and 1 Ela1sh, his killing of the two innocents by mistake, and 

his death. 34 

Finally, in the introduction to his translation of Mahfouz 

Midagq Alley (1975), Trevor LeGassick, a foreign critic well acquainted 

with Mahfouz' works, referred to the novel as a marvelous work. He 

pointed out that with The Thief and the Dogs, Mahfouz 

... has changed from realist to impressionist and he used 
the 'stream of consciousness• technique to pursue the 
thoughts and motivations of his central characters, .. 
It is a powerful and fast-moving work, a drama in which the 
killing of the hero is inevitable but tragic.35 

The Thief and the Dog~ (1961) marks a turning point and a new 

stage in the career and development of Naguib Mahfouz as a writer. In 

this novel the author uses, for the first time in Arabic Literature, 

new literary techniques. In this work Mahfouz uses a single character, 

the hero, Saeed Mahran, to dominate the entire story, The rest of 

33sufl Abdallah, Hawa_• wa Arb' a 1 Amaliqa (Eve and Four:_ Giants) 
(Cairo: The Egyptian General Book Organizat1on, 197""6)"; see pp. 152 and 
164-72. . 

341 Akef Abadir, see pp. 234 ff. 

35rrevor LeGassic, trans., Midaqg Alley by Naguib Mahfouz 
(London: Heinemann Educational Books'ttd., 1975), p. vi. · · 
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the characters are significant only to the degree that Saeed allows 

them to occupy his thoughts. Many of those characters are either dimly 

sketched or referred to vaguely; some are even nameless. One of the 

daring moves which Mahfo~z made towards the development of the Arabic 

novel in The }hief and_ the Dogs is the Lfse of the stream of conscious

ness technique, the direct and indirect internal monologue, and the 

soliloquy. 

Broadly speakingi to define these techniques one would say that 

the stream of consciousness is simply the actual flow of the thoughts 

and sensations, or rather, the free association of ideas, thoughts, 

and images floating haphazardly in the mind of the individual. The 

direct interior monologue may be defined as being that which is used 

by writers of the stream of consciousness novel to represent the content 

of the mind, partly or entirely unspoken, just as the actual flow of 

thoughts exist. in that mind. T~e direct interior monologue necessi-

tates either an entire or near entire absence of the author, the 

omniscinent narrator, and with the assumption that there is no audience. 

Wh~n the direct interior monologue is interrupted by the omniscient 

narrator, he intrudes only as a guide or commentator. Finally, the 

soliloquy in a stream of consciousness novel is represented directly to 

the reader with the assumption of the presence of a fictional audience 

and the absence of the author. 36 

In The Thief and ti!§_ Do~, the stream of consciousness technique 

dominates the entire novel. The action takes place and the plot 

develops through the consciousness of Saeed. In other words, the plot 

36Robert Humphrey, Stream of Consciousness in the Modern Novel 
(Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1954), seej)p--:--23~25; 29-30 & 35-6. 



is unfolded by means of the use of the.various aspects of the stream 

of consciousness technique instead of through straightforward 

description. 

As the novel opens, the reader is placed in the mind of Saeed 

Mahran, a convict who has just been released from jail. Through his 

consciousness we are given glimpses of his past, most of which comes 

in the form of evoked reminiscences. Out of those reminiscences we 

become fully aware of his relationships with others, of how his 

happiness was shattered by a companion he thought his best friend, how 

he has been betrayed by his wife, and we are given some glimpses of 
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his daughter Sana•. These reminiscences and flashbacks are not 

arranged chronologically. Saeed 1 s stream of consciousness is projected 

as he remembers the past events in his life and each event floats to 

the surface of his mind only when it is evoked or stimulated by a 

· similar event or situation in the pre~ent. Thus, the reader accompanies 

Saeed through the past, the future, the present, and through the past 

again, and so on. His past is given to us gradually according to the 

psychological laws which normally govern the process of the mind and 

·.of free association. Everything he sees in the street on his first day 

of freedom evokes in him a haunting sense of the past, giving the 

reader opportunity to be face to face with the hero's problems from 

the first page of the novel. 

One of the difficulties that might face the reader of a stream of 

consciousness novel is the difficulty of determining if a certain 

passage, or even specific sentence or word, belong to the stream of 

consciousness of a character, or to the omniscient narrator. The reader 

is especially puzzled when it comes to shifts from the omniscient 
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narrator to the consciousness of a character, and vice versa, because 

such shifting might take place within a single sentence or one idea, as 

in James Joyce's Ulysses or Virginia Woolf's To the Lighthouse and 

Mrs. Dalloway. Mahfouz himself does not recall any direct influence by 

Woolf or Joyce on Th~ Thief_ ~nd the Dogs~. He says: 

The stream of consciousness technique is a Western technique 
and I was aware of it, even before writing The Thief and the 
Dogs, in sucb !:)OVel s as Zuqig_ ~-Mid~ (Mi daq-q fil_~f-an-d -
Kh~n al-Khalili. I was not dble to fQlly use·the technique 
until The"Thief and _the Dogs; here, we have a thief who is 
lonely and cast out by society, therefore, the proper techni
que is that of the stream of consciousness. I don't recall 
that I was influenced by either Joyce or Woolf when I wrote 
that novel; not a direct influence anyway.37 

The Thief and the Dogs employes all these techniques, with the 

greatest portion given to Saeed Mahran's stream of consciousness. 

Although the omniscient narrator intervenes at times in the conscious-

ness of the hero, he is the least personal and the most detached. 

Mahfouz uses the omniscient narrator to give the reader an objective 

picture of Saeed Mahr~n and the world around him; the reader is taken 

back into the hero's mind very gently. Since it is hard to determine 

the shifts in the various techniques, the following examples are 

presented to illustrate Mahfouz' use of the stream of consciousness of 

Saeed Mahran in J:he Thiet and the Dogs. The opening scene of that 

novel begins with omniscient description: 

Once more he breathes the air of freedom even if the 
weather is terribly dusty and hot ... The world is coming 
back and the solid prison gates are fading away keeping 
within all sorts of desperate secrets ... Yet there is no 
smile on his face .... [p. 53]. 

37Naguib Mahfouz, Personal Interview. Al~xandria, Egypt, August 
8, 1973. 



Then we are taken into Saeed's mind without even feeling the shift, 

were it not for the word "well,'' which indicates the actual flow of 

his consciousness~ 

or: 

He is a person who lost a great deal, including four 
valuable years of his life. Soon he will stand before 
all of them and challenge them. It is time for his 
anger and hatred to burst and to burn; it is time for 
the traitors to be scared to death; it is time for 
treachery to pay for its ugly and horrible face 
Nabawiya, 'Elaish ... how could the tvw names become 
one [p. 53]. 

Both of you are worried about this day of retribution. 
You believed that the prison gates would remain shut forever. 
You are carefully watching this day. I will not fall into 
your trap but.will, in due course, descend upon you like fate. 
Sana', when she comes to my mind, heat, dust, hatred, anger, 
and depression vanish and are replaced by pure love, as pure 
as the air after a rain storm [p. 53]. 

The plot unfolds gradually in Saeed's consciousness for seven more 

paragraphs .without any interruption from the omniscient narrator until 

he meets Mu'alim Beyaza. Only then does Saeed's first indirect 

interior monologue begin. Another example of Saeed's full stream of 

consciousness can be found in the translation, starting with the 

phrase "he went to the living room where he lay on a sofa," and ending 

with the long sentence: 

But he will not forget, at the end, that she is a woman, as 
Nabawiya is, the coward, the traitor, who will be killed by 
her own will to survive. She will be frightened until the 
noose gets around your neck, or until a murderer's bullet 
settles in your heart and the police spoil your reputation 
so that all relations between you and Sana' are severed 
forever. She will not even know a thing about the honesty 
and truthfulness of your love, as if it were also a blind 
wasted bullet .. 

Sleep finds its way·to Saeed Mahran's eyes .... [p. 126]. 
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The above lengthy meditation occurs in Saeed's stream of consciousness. 

At the beginning of his thought the sentences tend to be short and 



fully punctuated, but at the end, as he is more deprressed, angry, and 

tired, they become longer and longer, punctuated mostly by commas and 

semi-colons. Saeed's stream of consciousness is interrupted by sleep 

and the flow of thoughts ceases without concluding. 

Chapter VI could serve as an example of a combination of omnis-

cient description and direct interior monologue. The whole chapter is 

presented through Saeed's direct interior monologue with few interrup-

tions from the omniscient narrator, who intrudes only as guide and 

commentator to utter such words as: "he said," ''he laughed," "she 

asked," "he inquired," and the like. 

An example of a combination of the omniscient narrator and the 

direct and indirect monologues is in Chapter VII. This chapter starts 

with Saeed's direct interior monologue: 

To kill Nabawiya and 'Ela1sh together is the peak of 
saccess. Moreover the most successful thing is to get it 
over with, to kill Ra'uf 'Elwan, then the big runaway, to 
escape abroad if possible. But who will take care of Sana'? 
The thorn which is planted in my heart. You follow your 
impulse, not your mind. You have to wait very long, set a 
plan for your action, and then attack like an eagle. It is 
no use to wait now, because you are pursued. Yes, you are, 
since it is known that you have been released from prison, 
and the chase will be increased after the car incident, 
although the wallet of the factory owner's son contains only 
a few pounds; this is also bad luck. If you do not strike 
fast, soon everything will collapse. But who will take care 
of Sana'? The thorn which is planted in my heart, my 
beloved daughter, in spite of her denial of me. Should I 
forget all about your mother just for your own sake? I want 
:an answer right now .... [p. 103]. 

The whole chapter proceeds this way. It is Saeed's interior monologue 

with few intrusive phrases from the omniscient narrator, presented as 

if it were directly from the consciousness of Saeed himself. 

The soliloquy is an important aspect of the stream of conscious-

ness technique in The Thief anq the Dogs. The best example of a 
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lengthy soliloquy might be the passage where Saeed feels lonely, 

depressed, and unhappy after what Ra 1 uf has written about him in his 

paper. The whole world appears unjust to him. So, in a soliloquy, he 

defends himself before an imaginary jury (Chapter XV, pp. 156-58). 

He went to the window and looked at the graveyard under the 
moonlight and cried, 'Ladies and gentlemen, members of the 
jury, listen to me very carefully, because I have decided 
to defend myself by myself. 1 

He went back to the center of the room. . . . He stared 
in the darkness. and said, 'I am not like the rest behind 
these bars before me. Education and culture should receive 
special consideration in this court. As a matter of fact, 
there is no difference between you and me except that you 
are out of jail while I am in it and this is only a slight, 
insignificant difference. The funny thing is that my danger
ous teacher is nothing but a mean traitor and you have the 
right to wonder, but as it happens the cord which connects 
the electric bulb might be stained with the dirt of flies.' 

Saeed 1 s above soliloquy covers four long paragraphs. Here, both the 

members of the jury and the reader are his audience. In other 

soliloquies, Ra 1 uf Elwan and the reader are the fictional audience. 

The Thief and the Dogs not only deals with the indivudual, it 
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also focuses on modern man in general, depicting him with his problems, 

his frustrated status, and his agony. The idea of the individual and 

the conflict between self and society is reinforced in the novel by 

frequent references to show the way. in which a society drastically 

alters the individual 1 s life. Throughout the story we recognize Saeed's 

life as a clear example of how a society can destroy (at' least in the 

hero's mind.) the individual, and how that individual is isolated, 

hopeless, and unable to fight such a society unaided. In The Case of 

the Artistic Form in Naguib Mahfouz, Nabll Ragib points out that within 

the artistic construction of the novel the author blames society for 

Saeed 1 s misery, showing that society is responsible for the protagonist's 



criminal actions. R~gib goes on to say that Mahfouz concieves of man 

as basically good, but altered by society. 38 Saeed holds society 
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responsible not only for his own criminal actions, his mother's death, 

and his wife's betrayal, but also for Ra'ufs, betrayal and for the very 

fact of injustice. Therefore, he decides to confront that society, a 

society in which "many sins are committed in broad daylight, but what 

a pity that theft is not like that," as Saeed thinks. 

The novel centers on the struggle of modern man trying to discover 

a way out of his problems for himself and to demand justice of his 

society; Saeed is representative of modern man. Saeed's betrayal by 

his wife and former friends, along with his daughter's rejection of 

him, are important aspects in the novel, because such betrayal and 

rejection make it necessary for Saeed to try to take the law into his 

own hands and avenge himself. 

At the beginning of the novel Mahfouz seems to place the prota-

gonist under the protection of some kind of providence, but at the end 

he is realistic; his hero must face the consequences of his deeds and 

give his life to pay for such deeds. Saeed is finally seen, unconscious 

and bleeding, although he feels nothing and the whole situation appears 

to him as a dream. He dies, still cursing "the dogs" and society. He 

fails in his efforts to gain ground against "the dogs" because he is 

always torn between the objective world and his own feelings and 

illustions. He is not functioning in this world, he is not realistic 

enough to comprehend the deeper meaning of this world. 

38Nabll Ragib, Qadiyat tl-Shakl tl-'Funn1 ~Enda Nagu·ip_ [!ahfouz 
(The Case of the Artistic Form~ Naguib ['1ahfouzr.-2nd ed. (Cairo: 
The Egyptian General Book Organization, 1975), see pp. 250-1. 



Setting 

The setting for most of the book (Chapters IX through XVI) is 

Noor 1 s apartment. This setting functions both as a geographical 

setting and as a psychological element which plays a vital part in 

the development of the character of Saeed Mahran. Noor 1 s apartment is 

in the upper floor of a house which overlooks the cemetery of Bab 

al-Nasr, at Najm al-Dln Street. The house itself has no number and is 
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identified as 11 the only house on that street, 11 indicating the fact that 

Noor herself is like the old house - she has no status in the human 

race because of her profession. She admits to Saeed that nobody has 

ever visited her in that house and that he 11 will be the first man to 

get into it. 11 The location of the house is significant in that it 

overlooks the cemetery, a symbol of Saeed 1 s doom: to die just like 

anyone else. Nab11 Ragib draws our attention to this fact when he 

. points out that Saeed envisions the graves spread out in great numbers, 

reaching the horizon, the hands of the dead held up in a gesture of 

surrender, as if nothing can really threaten them. Actually Saeed is 

the one who is threatened, the one who will raise his hands in a 
39 gesture of surrender. The graves.remind Saeed of betrayal, hatred, 

and revenge: 

And as much as death betrays living people, the sight of 
these graves will remind you of betrayal itself, and then 
betrayal will remind you of Nabawiya, 1 Ela1sh, and Ra 1 uf, and 
you, yourself are dead ever since you fired the blind bullet; 
but you have to fire more bullets [p. 120]. 

39Nab11 Ragib, see pp. 247-8. 
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Saeed spends his time in Noor 1 s apartment doing either of two things as 

a means to pass time. The first alternative is to look through the 

window at the cemetery to watch the funerals and to count the graves. 

The second alternative is to pass his time in utter darkness: 

Darkness spread itself in the room. Outside the window 
the silence of the graves thickened. But you cannot switch 
on the light because the apartment must stay as it is when 
Noor is out of it, but your eyes will get used to such dark
ness as they got used to the prison and the ugly faces. You 
are not going to find the opportunity to get drunk, for fear 
of any misdemeanor you might commit. The apartment must remain 
as silent as a grave, so that even the dead themselves will not 
feel your presence in here. God, only God, knows how patient 
you are in this prison. Only He knows how long you are going 
to be there [p. 125]. 

He can also pass the time by observing the sky at sunset, or even by 

11 1ooking at the pale white ceiling 11 of the living room: 

He went to the living room where he lay on a sofa. He 
felt lonely in the full sense of the word, even his books 
were left behind at Sheikh 'Al~ al-Jinaid{'s. He tried to 

·kill time by looking at the pale white ceiling which seemed 
to reflect the old carpet of the room. Through the window 
he looked at the sky at sunset, the sky which seemed like 
a gem in which a flock of pigeons fly from time to time 
[p. 121]. 

Saeed is tortured by loneliness, isolation, and darkness, even when he 

leaves the apartment for a stroll: 

Suddenly he felt an irresistible urge to leave for a 
stroll in the night. His resistance collapsed, like an old 
house collapses, in seconds. In less than a few minutes he 
was·out of the house, walking very carefully toward the road 
of the factories, and then from there he went to the desert. 
When he got out of his hideaway his feeling of being followed 
and wanted increased. He shared with the mice and the snakes 
their feelings when they sneak out of their holes. Alone in 
the darkness with the city, whose lights were scattered on 
the horizon as if ready to jump on him, he felt lonelier than 
ever [p. 135]. 

Thus, Noor 1 s apartment is important to the development of the 

story in that it is the place where the hero takes a refuge, yet is 
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ironically confronted with death and his own fate whenever he looks out 

the window at the cemetery. Consequently, we can say that the cemetery 

is a symbolic setting, while the apartment is a geographical one. In 

her efforts to show the important role which the cemetery plays, Dr. 

Fatma Mussa indicates in her book, Between Two Literatures that: 

... it is the cemetery which is always within Saeed 1 s sight; 
he observes it when he looks through Noor 1 s window, he has to 
walk through the graves whenever he leaves or returns to the 
house, and finally, he is doomed to die among those graves. 
Therefore, the cemetery is probably the only fact (concrete) in 
Saeed 1 s life after his release from prison.ijO 

Plot and Structure 

The novel begins with Saeed Mahr~n just being released from jail, 

an action which stands symbolically for the hero's rebirth, and ends 

with his death among the graves. 41 What comes between is a panorama of 

Saeed 1 s lif.e in the past and his actions in the present, often mixed 

with his dreams and illusions. The conclusion of the book is dramatic, 

but expected. Saeed is sunk in gloom at the folly of his own actions 

and his failure to find refuge in religion, but his ego makes him 

drunk with the desire to avenge himself no matter what; he is filled 

with burning resentment at his enemies' betrayal of him. But the police 

lay siege to the area surrounding Sheikh 1 Al1 1 s home and the cemetery, 

making it impossible for Saeed to escape. ·Saeed experiences long 

periods of ~piritual dryness and does not take the religious rituals 

or the Sheikh seriously; thus, he is spiritually dead from the 

4°Fatma Mussa, Bain Adabain (Between Two Literatures), (Cairo: 
The Egyptain Anglo, 1965), p. 141. 

41 - -Latifa al-Zayat, see p. 63. 



beginning of the novel and is doomed to die since he committed his 

first murder. 

The dream in The Thief and the Dogs, Chapter VIII, plays a vital 

role in the structure of the novel. It is significant in that it 

exhibits four important elements. First the dream itself serves as 

a device to distinguish reality from dreams and illusions. Second, 
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the dream reflects Saeed 1 s fear of and hatred for Ra 1 uf 1 Elwan. It 

also exposes the hero 1 s sufferings in an unjust society ruled by people 

like Ra 1 uf and the 11 real thieves. 11 Third, it projects his disgust 

at the betrayal by Nabawiy and 1 Ela1sh. Finally, it reflects Saeed 1 s 

deep love for Sana 1 and his wish to protect her from the dirty 11 dogs. 1142 

This dream is a nightmare where the actual and the imaginary meet, 

reflecting Saeed 1 s tragic life, his fear, his sufferings, and his 

emotions. 

Style and Other Literary Techniques 

The language of The Thief and the Dogs is classical and elevated. 

Saeed Mahran 1 s mind is complicated, in that he is concerned with 

·various ideas, images, and impressions, but as the plot unfolds one 

.realizes that no matter how many ideas the hero 1 s mind is concerned 

with, his thoughts always return to three basic ideas, revenge, his 

love for Sana 1 , and his wish to comprehend Sheikh 1 Al1 al-Jinaid1. 

Hence, Mahfouz 1 style varies throughout the novel according to the 

idea with which or the person with whom Saeed is preoccupying his mind 

at the time. 

42Besides being man 1 s best friend a dog also stands for dirt. 



Whenever Saeed thinks of Sana', the style tends to be uncompli

cated. The sentences are rather short and simple, reflecting his 

p·rofound love for his daughter and his wish to be with her in a 11 good 

and pleasant place 11 so that they can 11 reveal and exchange their 

profound feelings of love. 11 Likewise, v.ihenever he thinks about Noor, 

especially in the last few chapters of the story, his diction tends to 

be simple and we encounter such words as "mercy, 11 11 pity, 11 "love, 11 

11 tender 11 and the like. When Saeed thinks about Sana' or Noor he is 

at ease and his vocabulary becomes uncomplicated. 

Whenever the protagonist's mind is concerned with Ra'uf 'Elwan, 

or Nabawiya or 'Elarsh, the style changes drastically. One encounters 

complex and difficult vocabulary and complicated ideas; the sentences 

become slow and long to express such ideas and images as betrayal 

and death. In these sections such words as 11 love, 11 and "tender" are 

no longer used and are changed for words like 11 betrayal, 11 "traitors," 

11 dogs, 11 "snakes, 11 and the like. 

Sheikh 'Al1's sections share the same complexity of ideas and 

difficulty of vocabulary as found in those sections which deal with 

the traitors. The Sheikh's world is rather difficult for Saeed to 

comprehend, hence his diction is more complicated and the ideas and 

images are philosophical. 

The Thief and the Q~ is full Of striking symbolic images, 

metaphors, similes, irony and other aspects of figurative language. 
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The most frequent and striking symbols and images are those of animals, 

insects, birds, and fish. As for abstract symbols, the most dominant 

ones are those of death, light, and darkness. Also, one encounters 



weather symbols such as heat and dust, color symbols, and concrete 

symbols such as those of the prison, the hammer, and the palm tree. 

The title of the novel provides the major symbol in this work 

and the meaning of it is illustrated throughout the story. On the 

first level of meaning "the thief and the dogs" refers to Saeed 

Mahran being the thief, while society and all the traitors are the 

dogs. In Chapter I Saeed compares 'Ela1sh to a dog: "Have you 

forgotten how you used to lick my feet like a servile dog, 'Ela1sh? 11 

He further degrades 'Ela1sh when he uses the personification of a dog 

to describe 'Ela1sh's and Nabawiaya 1 s betrayal. He remarks to the 

Sheikh: "She betrayed me with a worthless fellow of my followers. He 

used to be at my disposal like a mean dog. 11 

When Noor asks him about the whereabouts of the car he stole from 

the youth, he replies that "it was wise to get rid of it, they wil 1 

find it and take it back to its owner, as a government should do when 

it takes the side of some thieves regardless of others." When Noor 

advises him to "think of running away" he agrees with her, but he 

prefers to 11 wait until the dog closes his eyes. 11 

The meaning of the title and of much of the story emerges in 

Chapters XII and XVIII. In a dialo~u~ with Noor, still at her apart

ment, Saeed inquires about the reaction of the people to. his crime of 

murder: 

She took off all her clothes except for a transparent gown. 
He smelled a mixture of powder and sweat. She went on, 
'Many people think of you as a hero,·but they have no idea 
about our agony.i 

He said simply, tThe large majority of our people 
neither fear the thieves nor hate them. t Ten minutes 
passed with them eating barbecqued meat. Then he said, 
'But they hate the dogs by nature [p. 143].' 
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In Chapter XVIII, just before he is surrounded by the police, he 

decides to chase the dogs: 

This gun in my pocket will have to be reckoned with. It 
must win victory over treachery and corruption. For the 
first time the thief will chase the dogs [p. 174]. 

Saeed 1 s actions are also compared to those of a dog, but this 

time such comparison is handled by the omniscient narrator: 

He looked around the apartment. No, Noor hadn't come back 
yet. I wonder, where this woman spent her night? What kept 
her from coming? Why should he be in this isolated and 
lonely prison? In spite of his restlessness he was starving. 
He went to the kitchen where he found, in the dirty dishes, 
some crumbs of bread, some tiny pieces of meat still stick
ing to the bones, and some parsley. He greedily finished 
everything and licked the bones like a dog [p. 161]. 

On another level, we encounter the real dogs of the police 

guiding them to Saeed. But if we return to the symbolic level, we 

will notice that the dogs denote betrayal, 'Ela1sh, Nabawiya, Ra'uf, 

authorities and society in general. 

Animal, insect, bird, snake and fish imagery are used to 

convey two kinds of meaning: they either symbolize strength, power, 

victory, and skill, or hatred, cowardice, fear, deception, betrayal, 
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philandery, conspiracy and other evils. In the opening chapter Saeed's 

mind is concentrating on venting his wrath upon his enemies, warning 

them at the same time that in due course, he will "descend upon you 

like fate . . Here comes one who can dive like a fish, soar like an 

eagle, climbs walls like a mouse, and penetrates walls like a bullet." 

Being helpless and alone against his enemies, Saeed compares himself to 

a tiger who is waiting patiently to overtake an elephant ('Ela1sh 

surrounded by his followers). In Chapter IX Noor compares Saeed to a 

lion, and in Chapter X he wonders how the filthy Nabawiya could "throw 



herself to the dog ('Ela'lsh), leaving the lion, 11 (Saeed himself). 

Recalling how he 11 was trapped and besieged 11 by the police Saeed 

compares them to a 11 sinister snake 11 creeping up to take him while he 

is unaware. After he is released from prison, and on his way to meet 

1 Elalsh, he decides to be wise and careful in dealing with his enemies 

and "aware of those shops and stores from which all eyes are staring 

at you like frightened mice. 11 After killing the innocent Sh'aban 

Hussain, he again feels that he must be aware, but this time of his 

own "reflection in the mirror" because he must start running "from one 

hole to another like a mouse threatened by poison, cats, and the clubs 

of the disgusted. 11 

When he goes out of his hideaway at Noor's place 11 his feeling of 

being followed and wanted increased, 11 and he feels that he "shared 

with the mice and the snakes their feelings when they sneak out of 

their holes. 11 In Chapter I again, Saeed compares the man who tries 

to call 1 Elalsh 1 s attention to the protagonist's presence in the alley 

to a beetle, or a coward. 

When the detective makes it clear to him that they should discuss 

only what concerns his daughter, Saeed is frustrated as he wonders, in 

an. interior monologue, about his property and his treacherous wife, 

Nabawiya~ He thinks: 

What about my wife and my property, you sick dogs! 
Woe to you . . . Woe to you. I really would like to look 
you (Nabawiya) in the eyes so that from then on I can 
respect the beetle, the scorpion, and the tiny worm. To 
hell with the man who succumbs to the lure of a woman 
[p. 59]. 

The donkey symbolizes a bad omen, the bat stands for darkness, 

l-0neliness, and isolation, flies denote dirt, and the fox indicates 
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deception. Monkeys represent rapid movement, and, finally, the cat and 

the bird indicate deception, conspiracy, and attack. 

The Thief and the Dogs is rich with other symbolic meanings 

connected with objects and action. The axe and the hammer symbolize 

man's double dealing and deception. The palm tree, a repeated image, 

symbolizes life, love, hope, and the happiness of the past. The 

prison, as mentioned earlier, is a symbol of the womb, indicating 

Saeed Mahran's rebirth. The uniform stands for the 'hero's artificial 

and false identity on emerging from it. The butterfly at the end of 

Chapter X denotes love, life, and relaxation. 11 Heat, 11 11 dust, 11 the 

"sunny streets, the honking cars, the pedestrians, the houses and the 

stores, 11 are symbols of disappointment, frustration, and loss of hope. 

The desert stands for isolation, clarity, tranquility, and security. 

While the past denotes happiness, the present is the symbol of misery 

and betrayal. Also9 there is an indirect indication of Saeed's 

incapability to see or to face reality, and of the impossibility of his 

finding a spiritual r~fuge in religion when he insists on sleeping with 

his face to the wall instead of turning his head to the sky (heaven) as 

the Sheikh advises him to. 

Light and darkness are very important in this work. Throughout 
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the story Saeed' s mind is preoccupied with these images" so effectively 

employed by Mahfouz to symbolize his protagonist's attitudes and mood, 

and to suggest the psychological state he is undergoing at a given time. 

Light, represented especially by the sun and the moon, reveal two 

different states of Saeed's mind. 

In the opening chapter, the dusty streets, the honking cars, the 

houses, the stores and the sunny streets, all collaborate to impose a 
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state of melancholy, disappointment, and anger on Saeed. The sun , 

symbolizes divinity, comfort, and calmness whenever it is noticed by 

Saeed while he is at Sheikh 'All al-Jina1d1 1 s home. The moonlight 

symbolizes disappointments at one time, comfort at another. 

At the end of Chapter XIII Saeed is· disappointed to discover 

that even Beyaza does not know the whereabouts of Nabawiya and 1 Ela1sh, 

and he has no choice but to free Beyaza. He undergoes a tormented 

state of agony when he realizes that he ''found himself as he started, 

lonely, in the desert where the moonlight was clear and the trees were 

swaying. 11 The moonlight also stands for love, comfort, and calmness when 

the hero recalls his love story and the palm tree where the moon collabor-

ates with nature to add a beautiful and pleasurable touch to the 

romantic scene. 

Through the use of symbolic images of darkness the author 

succeeds in depicting and reflecting Saeed 1 s agony, despair, and 

isolation, hinting at the same time that his hero is doomed to fail. 

After killing his first innocent victim, Saeed feels that nothing will 

hide his shame like darkness: 

Go to the mountain until darkness envelopes the earth. 
Avoid light and enjoy darkness. A useless effort you 
have made when you killed Sha 1 ban Hussain [p. 114]. 

After convincing himself .that he has "lost the best of your character 

through loneliness, darkness and anxiety, 11 the hero starts to meditate 

on the real nature of his tragedy: 

My real tragedy is that in spite of the support of millions 
of people I find myself thrown in dark loneliness with 
nobody beside me, an impossible loss .... [p. 149]. 

Finally, one of the most striking images of darkness is Saeed 1 s 

realization at the end of the story, and only when it is too late, that 



it is really the end, that he is ambushed, and that there is "no hope 

or escaping darkness by running into darkness. 11 

The characters in The Thief and th~ Dogs are divided into three 

groups: 

1. Saeed Mahran, the main character. 

2. The main characters: Nabawiya, Ra'uf 'Elw~n, 'Elaish 

Sidra, Noor, Sheikh, 'Ali al-Jinaidi, and Mu'alim Tarazan. 

3. The minor characters: Bey~za, Sana', the youth, Hasaballah 

the detective, and Saeed's parents. 

There are some other very minor characters in the story, such as the 

waiter in Tarazan's Cafe, the old Turkish lady, and Sha'ban Hussain. 

All the characters in the novel are presented in relation o_nly to 

Saeed's mind and thoughts. 

Almost all the characters in the novel are symbolic and each 

character stands as a type opposing another character. One must 

remember, however, that all of these symbolic polarities are seen 

through the stream of consciousness of Saeed Mehran. 

According to himself, Saeed is a victim of a corrupt and unjust 

society led by such people as Ra 1 uf 'Elwan; he is the symbol of the 

millions who suffer injustice: 

By killing me, they are killing millions. I am the 
dream, the hope, and the ransom of cowards. I am the 
example, the consolation, and the tears which betray the 
one whp sheds them. To say I am mad must include all of 
those sympathetic people [pp. 157-58]. 

Thus, Saeed decides to be judge and hangman at the -same time, to stand 

against society, a struggle in which he fails. The name of the hero 

in Arabic denotes "happy" or "cheerful," but Saeed Mahran is the most 

miserable and unfortunate character in the story, as the Sheikh always 

calls him, and the name is both ironic and symbolic of the polarity 
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Saeed perceives in the world. 

Ra'uf 'Elwan represents cultural and intellectual betrayal. As 

in Saeed's case, Ra'uf's name is ironic. The words "Ra'uf" and 111 Elwan 11 

mean 11 merciful" and 11 ·high in position. 11 Ra'uf 'Elwan, the editor of 

tl-Zahra newspaper, was one of tile many dogs and traitors tracking 

Saeed' s trail. Before the betraya 1 Saeed envisions him as a "country 

student in rags but with a big heart, 11 "the revolutionary student," the 

voice of freedom and liberty. When Saeed practices his profession 

for the first time Ra 'uf protects and encourages him, say~ng that that was 

a,good way 11 to relieve the rich people of some of their burdens," and 

that what he has done was a 11 legal job, no doubt" about it. But Ra'uf 

also advises him that in order to make it a lucrative profession Saeed 

must remember that 11 minor thefts are of no importance, 11 that the whole 

thing "must be organized." 

Ra'uf also taught the hero how "to love books," discussing things 

with him as if he were his mate and on the same level with him. He 

not only provides the· protagonist with books, but also with 11 the great 

names who really deserved to be stolen from. 11 After the betrayal 

Ra'uf, the man 11 who possessed a great mind, 11 changes completely into 

a monster, the man with no consciente. Ra'uf is a vulgar brute 

(although he holds a high position and belongs to the class which Saeed 

is fighting). To the hero, Ra'uf hides his brutality behind his posi

tion, making sure that on his side he has "all, the law, iron, and fire. 11 

Ra'uf is a 11 symbol of the treachery which included 'Elal'sh, 

Nabawiya, and all the traitors- on earth. 11 Saeed is sure that if the 

judge between him and Ra'uf "was anyone except the police, I would have 

guaranteed to punish you in front of a 11 people; they are a 11 on my 
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side except the real thieves and that is my consolation for the eternal 

1 OSS. II 

There is an obvious contrast in the characters of Noor and 

Nabawiya. Noor is the opposite of Nabawiya, both physically and 

spiritually. Noor, whose name indicates 11 light, 11 stands for love, the 

light in Saeed's darkness, refuge to the hero, honesty and loyalty. 

Nabawiya, on the other hand, symbolizes betrayal and philandery. At 

the beginning of the story the hero views Nabawiya as a woman 11 full of 

youth and activity, 11 while Noor is 11 staggering towards the end. 11 All 

she needs is 11 one bl ow" and she 11 wi 11 be off; 11 he detests Nabawiya 

while he feels sorry for Noor. The reader never meets Nabawiya, even 

though she contaminates Saeed's thoughts all.the time. When he refers 

to her he usually uses the third person pronoun 11 she, 11 as in 11 she 

said, 11 11 but she replied, 11 11 I told her, 11 or he simply refers to her as 

11 the woman, 11 11 the mother of my daughter, 11 etc. Before the betrayal 

Nabawiya's image was always that of a beautiful lady who "always used 

to look tidy, with h~r hair combed, her braids unfolding down to the 

waist 

dress 

. The vitality bf her beautiful body showed under her clean 
II To Saeed, Nabawiya was a portrait of "politeness, beauty 

and tenderness. 11 

But after her treachery Nabawiya became "that woman who blossomed 

in a rotten soil named treasori, 11 of whom "filth is part bf her nature, 11 

a 11 coward, 11 a 11 traitor 11 who 11 will be killed by her own will to survive" 

and a woman whose photograph in al-Zahra' newspaper "looks like a fallen 

woman. 11 Thus, with this new image of Nabawiya in Saeed 1 s mind the more 

he thinks of her the more he wants to kill her at any cost. To him she 

will always be the 11 coward, 11 11 the traitor who will be killed by her own 
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will to survive," ~vho will always live in fear until Saeed is dead. At 

the end, after he loses Noor, Saeed admits that he loves Noor dearly 

and that by losing her he will lose "sympathy, love and human kindness." 

But his image of Nabawiya never changes. 

Noor is the only adult female with whom Saeed feels happy and 

secure. Mahfouz portrays Noor as a whore who possesses a noble char-

acter and whose deep devotion to Saeed never wavers. Throughout the 

story the reader is aware of her spiritual beauty and honesty. Saeed, 

on the other hand, does not return her love, though he appreciates her 

feelings for him. While waiting for Noor to appear at the Cafe, Saeed 

reveals his feelings toward her in an interior monologue: 

So let her come so that you can see how was it qoi ng 
with her. She hopelessly tried to get your love. Your 
heart which was completely owned by the traitor. There 
is nothing harder for a heart than to wish the love of an 
inpenetrable heart; it is the same as when the nightingale 
talks. to a stone, or as when the breath of air tickles a 
solid piece of iron. He even used to give her gifts to 
Nabawiya 'Elaish [p. 95]. 

When Noor tries to show Saeed how much he really means to her he takes 

her remarks sarcastically: 

'Do you know how sad I was when you went to jail?' 
'How sad?' 
With some anger, "When do you stop being sarcastic?' 
'But I'm very serious just as I'm sure of your 

truthful heart!' · 
'But you have no heart! 1 

'They kept my heart in jail, as instructed.' · 
'You went to jail with no heart.' 

Why the insistence on this talk of hearts? Ask 
he~ the traitor, ask the dogs and ask the girl who denied 
me [pp. 100-101]. 

When she reminds him of how much she loves him and how rough he was 

with her in the past, he simply replies that he "did not have time for 

love." In spite of the fact that Saeed's heart is "made of stone" as 



Noor believes, her love never ceases. But Saeed only feels sorry for 

her. He says in an interior monologue: 

Poor Noor! Her old love for you is only a bad habit, 
and it hits a heart crushed by pain and anger, a heart that 
rejects her approaches as it rejects her wornout body, a 
heart which does not really know what to do with her except 
to drink with her and to feel sorry for her [p. 126]. 

As the plot unfolds, Saeed changes toward Noor and develops gradually 

until he admits, at the end, that he loves her: 

Noor is there. Where has she been? He will know the 
reasons of her disappearance. She came back! ... The 
sadness of desperation will soon vanish for something and 
maybe forever, and he will take her in his arms and will 
admit his love ... I love you Noor, I love you with all 
my heart. Mine is a much greater love than yours. In your 
arms I will bury my loss -- the betrayal of the rascals and 
the rejection of my daughter [p. 171]. 

But it is too late for him to do anything at all because Noor is gone 

for good. 

Although she is a whore, Noor is more intelligent and wiser than 

Saeed. She tells him that "if we want to live we have to be afraid 
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of nothing. I forget even death when I meet the one I love. 11 When 

he asks her "who could judge what tomorrow will bring," she simply says, 

"Our work. 11 Noor, tortured by Saeed, finally begs him to kill her out 

of mercy: 

By Allah have mercy on me and 
thinking of murder not of escaping 
killed. Do you think that you are 
authorities with their soldiers in 
number$? . Everything is over. 
my torture [p. 158]. 

kill me .... You are 
and you are going to be 
going to defeat the 
the streets in great 
Please kill me to end 

Noor found no other alternative to her misery but to believe in and 

wish for what the fortune-teller has foretold her about her 11 rosy 

future." But she is disappointed even in the fortune-teller; she 

asks Saeed: 



Do you believe a fortune-teller? Where is security? 
I wa~t a safe quiet life. Is that difficult for God, who 
put the skies in place [p. 138]. 

The reader never finds out if Noor gets her wish for a 11 safe quiet 

life 11 fulfilled. She disappears mysteriously, leaving Saeed to his 

loneliness, the darkness, and the dogs. 

There are also polarities in the characters of 'Ela1sh and 

Tarazan. 'Ela1sh stands for betrayal and cowardice, while Tarazan 

symbolizes honesty, sincerity, and good manners. Throughout the story 

the images of these characters never change; once a traitor, 'Ela1sh 

will always be one. 

Before the betray a 1 'El a 1sh was a 11 co11 ector of cigarette butts. 11 

He 11 was nothing but an insignificant person." At Saeed's wedding 

'Ua1sh 1 ooked so happy that everyone thought that he was the 
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11 organizer of the wedding." As Saeed envisioned him afterwards "Ela1sh 

only played the "role of the honest godfather, but he was not a friend 

I was the hero, and the hero's worshipper loved me and tried to 

avoid my fury. He used to pick up my leftovers. 'Elal'sh was nothing 

but a "traitor,'' a "coward," a "dog," and a "snake." 

One must take into consideration the fact that neither Nabawiya 

nor 'Ela1sh is shown to express any feelings of guilt. They are 

presented exclusively from Saeed's point of view (although 'Ela1sh, as 

seen in the first chapter, seems to be satisfied with what he has 

accomplished). Dr. Fatma MGssa is right when she indicates that one 

cannot even be sure if such betrayal has really occurred in the first 

place. 43 

43 - -Mussa, Between Two Literatures, p. 133. 



Sheikh 'Al1 al-Jinaid1 is not to be compared to any other 

character; he lives in his own spiritual world. He symbolizes the 

. metaphysical world, love, and refuge for Saeed, who likes and respects 

him until the end. Represented in The Thief and~ Dogs by Sheikh 

Al1 al-Jinaid1, one discovers a spiritual world, a life which can only 

be comprehended and appreciated by those who actually live in it. 

Haunted by the 11 dogs, 11 loneliness, and disappointment, Saeed turns his 
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face to religion, hoping to come upon truth or meaning, but it does not 

take him long to realize that spiritual comfort and security cannot be 

found in the Sheikh's peculiar and puzzling world, and that his house 

"is not secure, 11 although Sheikh All is _"security its~lf. 11 Mahfouz . . 
here is emphasizing the fact that in pursuing 11 truth 11 one must turn 

to reality, not mysticism. 44 In other words, the only valid truth, 

Mahfo~z suggests, exists in our hearts, and in order to discover it, 

Saeed, and all men, must explore the inner world of oneself. 

Sheikh 'Al1 tries to tell Saeed that he is seeking truth and peace 

of mind in the wrong places, that in order for him to find what he is 

pursuing, Saeed must believe in God, that he must not turn from faith 

·for the sake of pursuing temporary goals. When Saeed tells Sheikh Al1 

that he is homeless and that the Sheikh's home is the only shelter he 

can find, the Sheikh simply replies, "You mean the walls, not the 

heart. 11 Saeed says to the Sheikh: 

'I told myself that if he is still alive I will no 
doubt find his door open to everybody.' 

To this the Sheikb quietly replies, 'How about the 
door of Heaven? How did you find it?' 

'But I can't find a place on earth, even my 
daughter denied me.' 

44sabr1 Hafiz, see pp. 119 and 126. 



'How you both look alike!' 
1 How, Master?' 
1You seek a shelter not an answer [p. 68]. 1 

The Sheikh implies that Saeed is like his daughter, she denies him and 

he denies God, and consequently, they both wi11 find no answers 11 on 

earth. 11 

There is a lack of communication between the Sheikh and the hero. 

The Sheikh rarely speaks, and when he does, his answers to Saeed's 

questions and inquiries are always brief and ambiguous. He expects 

Saeed to attain reality and religious comfort through immediate 

intuition and meditation. Sheikh 'Al1 offers Saeed safety, peace of 

mind, and religious comfort, but he is unable to solve his problems. 

The only way for the Sheikh to fathom such problems is by advising 

Saeed to "Wash and read the Qur'an, 11 to 11 settle down, 11 to try to 

"achieve peace of mind and accept the judgement, 11 to save himself if 

he is willing to, and, above all, to turn his face to God if he really 

needs spiritual comfort. But the Sheikh's advice falls on deaf ears; 

he would rather sleep with his 11 face to the wall than to turn it 

elsewhere." 

The Sheikh asked, after hearing a sigh, 'When do we 
achieve peace Of mind and accept the judgment?' 

Saeed answered, 'When the judgment is just.'. 
'He is always just.' 
Saeed moved his head angrily and murmured. 'Unfortunately, 

the rascals have escaped, how bad!' The Sheikh smiled but did 
not say a word. 

Then Saeed said in a new tone of voice, to change the 
subject, 1I will sleep with my face to the wall, I don't 
want to be seen by any of your disciples. I am taking refuge 
at your place; protect me! 1 

.... Suddenly the Sheikh murmured sadly, 'I have asked 
you to turn your head up to the"sky, but here, you prefer to 

. bury your face in the wa 11.' 
'But don't you remember anything about what I've just 

told you about the rascals?' 
1And call thy Lord to mind when thou forgettest ... 1 

said the Sheikh [pp. 167-68]. 
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Thus, Saeed, deeply immersed in crime finds no way out of his problems 

in religion. To him the Sheikh is a very hard riddle to solve, and his 

answe~s to Saeed's questions are as puzzling as the Sheikh himself. 

In fact, what Saeed wants from Sheikh Al1 al-Jinaid1 is simply some 

concrete and logical answers and advice to his inquiries. But when he 

realizes the difficulty of achieving what he is seeking in religion, 

the hero decides to desert the Sheikh's home and to find himself 

another secure shelter until he can avenge himself against his enemies 

and then to escape: 

The Sheikh will always find what to say, and your house, 
Master, is not secure although you are security itself; 
I have to escape whatever it might cost me [p. 168]. 

Sae.ed's failure to find his identity in religion is because he is, as 

the Sheikh once pointed out to him, "unaware of things. 11 

'You have slept for a long time but you can't settle 
down; just like an infant under the burning sun, unable to 
walk, yearning for the shade. Have you learned how to 
walk yet?'· 

Saeed said as he rubbed his bloodshot eyes, 'It's so 
disturbing to be seen asleep.' 

The Sheikh said reluctantly, 'When you are unaware of 
things, things'are unaware of you [p. 111]: 1 

Saeed will never learn how to walk unless he starts to look at things 

as they really are and to learn how to be aware of reality. How can 

an infant find his identity! 

Sana• is the only character in the novel whom Saeed loves dearly. 

11 Sana 1, 11 in Arabic, means "light." She stands for love, innocence, 

purity, light, and beauty in the protagonist's life. 

Finally, "the youth" represents that class which Saeed hates, the 

rich. He feels that that class prevented his enrolling a( the 

University. "The youth" represents irresponsibility, greed, and lust. 



Naguib Mahfouz did not set out to write an account of an actual 

true murderer's story, although he used the character of Suliman to 

serve his own purposes; his intention was to write the story of a man 
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in search of his identity. He endowed Saeed's character with dimensions 

which made him different from his real-life prototype Mahmud Am1n 

Sulim~n. Those dimensions may well be categorized as the cultural 

dimension, as represented in Saeed's relation with Ra'uf 'Elwan, and 

the religious dimension, as illustrated in the protagonist's relation 

with Sheikh 'Al1 al-Jinaid1. Naguib Mahfouz turned Saeed Mahran into 

everyman trying to find meaning in a world of chaos. But in his 

attempts to impose meaning on a chaotic existence, Saeed's bullets 

ironically miss their target and lead to further chaos. 

Saeed Mahran possesses most of the characteristics which made him 

eligible to be considered a tragic hero. He suffers from a hamartia, a 

tragic flaw; his fortune changes from good to bad and his downfall is 

tragic, arousing fear and pity in the reader. His tragic flaw is his 

determination to avenge himself against betrayal, his rashness, his 

poor judgement on situations or circumstances, and, above all, by his 

hubris, or self-assumed superiority and self-confidence. All these 

elements express themselves through.his failure to fulfill his ambition 

of revenge, and therefore, result in his tragic downfall~ 

When Saeed meets Sheikh Al1 al-Jinaid1 for the first time after 

he has just been released from prison, the omniscient narrator says: 

The wilderness outside resounded with the braying of a donkey, 
ending with a harsh sound like crying. An ugly voice sang 
'where is my luck, where is my fortune [p. 69].' 

The reader is at this point made aware that Saeed's life and fate are 

both centered on the meaning of the words "luck" and 11 fortune 11 and that 
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he is doomed to fail sooner or later. The confusion of his mind, his 

choked emotions, and his continuous pleading for justice all arouse and 

evoke sympathetic responses from the reader. One feels sorry for him 

because he suffers. Dr. Fatma Mussa remarks that the reader cannot 

offer Saeed his sympathy because the hero is depicted by the author as 

being a detestable character. In her article entitled 11 al-Liss 

wa'l-Kilab Bain al-Funn wa 1 l-Waqi 11 ( 11 The Thief and the Dogs: Between 

Reality and Fiction 11 ). Dr. Mussa states: 

We do not mean here that the author is pushing the reader 
to sympathize with Saeed, his hero, . . . Saeed Mahran is. 
a detestable character .... We might comprehend him as 
well as we may realize and grasp the motives which lead 
to his downfall, but still, we cannot sympathize with him. 45 

Saeed, however, is not presented as wholly detestable. He is capable 

of love and human feelings even after commiting his first murder: 

A useless effort you have made when you killed Sha'ban 
Hussain. Who are you Sha'ban, anyway? I don't know you and 
you don't know me. Do you have children? Did it ever cross 
your mind that one day you would be killed by someone you 
didn't know? Did it ever cross your mind that one day you 
will be needlessly killed just because Nabawiya Suliman has 
married 'Ela~sh Sidrah? And to be killed by mistake while 
'Elalsh, Nabawiya or Ra'uf are still alive. And me, the 
murderer, doesn 1 t understand anything. I wanted to solve 
part of the riddle, only to be confronted with a more 
mysterious one [p. 114]. 

Even after his second murder Saeed exhibits deep feelings: 

I have not killed Ra'uf 'Elwan's servant; how could I kill 
a man I don't know and who doesn't know me? If Ra'uf 
1 Elwan 1 s servant was killed, it is because he was .Ra'uf 
1 Elwan 1 s servant; as simple as that. Last night his ghost 
visited me and I \'las ashamed to show myself to him, but he 
told me that there are millions who kill others by mistake 
and for no reason [p. 157]. 

45 Ibid., pp. 135-6. 



Saeed 1 s humanity is also shown in his profound love for Sana•, 11 The 

thorn which is planted 11 in his heart, and is sparing Nabawiya•s life 

for the sake of their daughter. 

To kill Nabawiya and 1 Elafsh together is the peak of 
success. Moreover, the most successful thing is to get it 
over with, to kill Ra'~f 1 Elwan, then the big runaway, to_ 
escape abroad if possible. But who will take care of Sana'? 
The thorn which is planted in my heart. You follow your 
impulse not your mind. You have to wa~t very long, set a 
plan for your action and then attack like an eagle. It is 
no use to wait now, because you are pursued. Yes, you are, 
since it is known that you have been released from prison, 
and the search will be increased after the car incident, 
although the wallet of the factory owner's son contains only 
a few pounds; this is also bad luck. If you do not strike 
fast soon everything will collapse. But who will take care 
of Sana'? The thorn which is planted in my heart, my 
beloved daughter, in spite of her denial of me. Should I 
forget all about your mother just for your own sak~? I 
want an answer right now [p. 103]. 

Another example of Saeed 1 s humanity is seen in his treatment of 

Beyaza after he attacked him in the desert. He can take all of 

Beyaza 1 s money, but decides ten pounds is enough for him, especially 

when he realizes that Beyaza needs his money to support his family. 

Throughout the novel Saeed is depicted as helpless to face or to 
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change his fate as he stands aghast, alienated and alone against the 

whole society in his efforts to regain his pride and honor. Although 

the past symbolizes his lost dreams and happiness, such happiness never 

lasts more than a few moments. The paradise becomes helJ every moment 

he recalls one of his enemies, or even the word betrayal; the whole 

thing becomes a nightmare turning Saeed into a devilish hate-filled 

person whose only aim is to hunt down and destroy all the traitors. 

He endures almost incredfble self-punishment, with boredom, rest

lessness, loneliness, and despair, but never feels fear. With mounting 

irritation he spends his time in the darkness of Noor 1 s place. 



Sometimes he goes out to seek the companionship of Mu'alim Tarazan, or 

to walk along the Nile or in the dese~t, but more and more he retreats 

to hi~ own shell of darkness and boring quietness. Saeed feels a 

growing disillusionment with the world of traitors around him; "the 

whole world is unjust" and brutal to him as he envisions it. 

Having reached a dangerous state of intoxication with self-pride, 

Saeed thinks himself superior to everyone: 

He really does not like loneliness. And he, among 
people, grows bigger and bigger, like a giant, practicing 
love, leadership, and heroism. Without this he cannot 
enjoy life [p. 162]. 

In his stream of consciousness he believes that he: 

.. always wished to destroy the whole world and turn it 
upside down, even when you were just a clown. Your victor
ious raids, on the palaces used to intoxicate your proud 
head. And Ra'~f's fake words which you believed, turned 
your head [pp. 155-56]. 
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Even after his murders he remains confident he will destroy his enemies, 

but he is not aware that he is a prey to his own ego: 

But what is the meaning of your life if you don't 
punish your en~mies? There is no power in the world 
that could st~nd between you and revenge. The dogs! 
That 1 s right, no power, whatsoever [p. 141]. 

His hubris is at its highest level when he addresses his imaginary 

judges, pointing out that: 

By killing me, they are killing millions. I am the 
dream, the hope, and the ransom of cowa~ds. I am the 
example, the consolation, and the tears which betray the 
one who sheds them. To say I am mad must include all of 
those sympathetic people, so, examine the reasons for 
this mad phenomena and then give your judgment, whatever 
it might be [pp. 157-58]. 

Thus, he decides to stand alone against everyone, waging his 

vicious war against all his enemies, ignoring at the same time 



Tarazan's advice that he cannot stand against an important man like 

Ra 1 uf, and also not paying any attention to Noor 1s advice that he is 

doomed to fail if he thinks that he can fight the whole society by 

himself. He is so confident in himself that he tells Noor he can run 

away whenever he wants to: 

I will escape when I decide to escape, you'll see ... 
Don't you know who Saeed Mahran is [p. 140]? 

But as the plot unfolds, Saeed Mahran is no longer capable of 

love or other human feelings; he is filled with his determination to 

'avenge himself against his enemies: 

Is it possible that I could go through my life with no 
past and pretend to forget Nabawiya, 1 Ela1sh, and Ra'uf? 
If I could, I would be mdre relieved, more comfortable, and 
farther away from the gallows. But that's no way; life 
isn't worth living until I do what I have to do. I will 
never forget the past, for the simple reason that it is the 
present to me [p. 85]. 

Saeed~s major epiphany occurs at the end of Chapter XVIII as he 

stands among the graves just across from Noor 1 s apartment. He 
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suddenly realizes what he really is for the first time: he is nothing, 

he is lost after losing Noor and Tarazan. But he knows what he must do, 

he will fight and die if there is no other way out. But "there is no 

other way but to surrender" to deat_h. Therefore he "surrendered 

indifferently ... indifferently, 11 His tragedy is that he belonged 

nowhere; he is incapable of choosing eith~r religion or the cultural

materialistic world to be the road he must take in order to find his 

identity. 
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The Thief and_ the Dogs: Documentation 

Circumstances of Writing 

In Writing The Thief an_Q_ the Dogs, Naguib Mahfouz was inspired by 

the true story of Mahmud Am1n Suliman, well known as "the Sniper of 

Alexandria," and about whose murderous actions the papers wrote and the 

people talked for a long time, even after his death. Actually, the 

newspapers made a hero of him, a type of superman capable of doing the 

. d'bl 46 mere i e. 

One can find many similarities between Saeed Mahran and the Sniper, 

but such similarities are vague and trivial; they do not extend beyond 

the. surface to the depth of the persona 1 ity. Both shared the same 

publicity in the papers, although Mahfouz 1 concentration was not on 

such publicity as much as it was on the effect of the press upon Saeed 

himself. Saeed and Suliman share the mistake of leaving some of their 

clothes behind, which makes it easier for the police dogs to follow 

their trail. Suliman is also killed by the police, who trap him in a 

mountain cave where he hides himself, as Saeed is trapped by the police 

in the cemetery. Suliman believed that his wife was betraying him and 

that she therefore must be punished (this is a possible reason for 

some of the public sympathy he aroused), but. one cannot be sure whether 

or not Suliman was certain about his wife's adultery. 

In Saeed 1 s case Nabawiya's betrayal is a fact; his imprisonment 

was her excuse to ask for a divorce so that she could marry his disciple, 

1 El a 1s h Sid ra . 

461bid., see pp. 132-37. 



Another interesting parallel is found in Suliman 1 s relation with 

his lawyer and Saeed 1 s with Ra 1 uf 1 Elwan. Suliman 1 s attorney would do 

anything he could to save the sniper 1 s life, not because he liked him 

or because he was loyal to him, but because he was trying to save his 

own life. In Saeed 1 s case, the relationship between him and Ra 1 uf 

1 Elwan, who was a law school graduate, is deeper in meaning and 

dimension, a close friendship between master and disciple, teacher and 

thief. 

Summary and Conclusion 

Although the English novel, as tradition, is older and more 

advanced than the Arabic novel, the latter has rapidly progressed 

towards the same qualitative standards. The Arabic novel began by 

simply translating the masterpiece novels of Western civilization 

into Arabic, and later used the idiom of Western criticism in apprais-

ing and analyzing modern Arabic literature, as represented in the work 

of Naguib Mahfouz, starting with The ,Thief and the Dogs, 1961. . . ' 

The Arabic novel before The Thief and the Do~ had a tendency to 
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concentrate mainly on the external description of characters and events. 
-

Little attention was paid to characters• inner experiehce. 

Therefore, Mahfouz• novel marks a turning point in Arabic litera

ture in that the author succeeded in utilizing for the first time in 

Arabic the stream of consciousness and other Western literary techni

ques. Mahfouz handles th~m with great artistic skill, proving that he 

is one of the few innovators df the Arabic novel and the leading 

literary figure of the Arab world. 



CHAPTER II 

TRANSLATION - THE THIEF AND THE DOGS ----

Chapter I 

Once more he breathes the air of freedom even if the weather is 

terribly dusty and hot. Except for his blue clothes and tennis shoes 

there is nothing and no one waiting for him. But that doesn't matter 

any more. The world is coming back and the solid prison gates are 

fading away, keeping within all sorts of desperate secrets. Straight 

ahead are the streets heavy with the sun, the honking cars, the 

pedestrains, the houses, and the stores. Yet there is no smile on 

his face. He is a person who lost a great deal, including four valuable 

years of his life. Soon he will stand before all of them and challenge 

them. It is time for his anger and hatred to burst and to burn; it is 

time for the traitors to be scared to death; it is time for treachery 

to pay for its ugly and horrible face ... Nabawiya, 'Ela1sh ... 

how could the two names become one! 

Both of you are worried about this da-y of retributfon. You 

believed that the prison gates would remain shut forever. You are 

carefully watching this day. I will not fall into your trap, but will, 

in due course, descend upon you like fate. Sana': when she comes to 

my mind, heat, dust, hatred, anger, and depression vanish and are 

replaced by pure love, as pure as the air after a rain storm. 
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What does the sweet little one know about her father? Not a 

thing, like the road, the passerby, and this inferno. She has never 

been away from his thoughts for the past four long years. She has been 

gradually and mysteriously developing and growing up into a mysterious 

picture in his mind. Would fate provide a good and pleasant place to 

exchange love, and enjoy the bliss of victory once treachery is no 

more than a stinking memory. Resort to all the cunning you possess 

and let your blow be equal to your long patience all those years behind 

the prison walls. 

Here comes one who can dive like a fish, soar like an eagle, 

climbs walls like a mouse, and penetrates walls like a bullet. I 

wonder with what face will he meet you. How would the eyes meet? 

1 Ela1sh, have you forgotten how you used to lick my feet like a servile 

dog? Didn't I teach you how to stand on your feet? Have you forgotten 

who made a man out of a collector of cigarette butts? It is not you 

alone who has forgotten all this 1 Ela1sh; she has forgotten too. That 

woman who blossomed in a rotten soil named treachery. In the midst of 

all this misery only one thing smiles, Sana's face. Soon I am going to 

find out whether I will have the good luck to see you. When I cross 

this street with its old, gloomy arches where saloons once prospered, 

I swear I hate you. All the taverns are now closed; what remains are 

the narrow alleys in which conspiracies are planned. 

The feet enter now and then cross over a hole in the pavement 

set there like a conspiracy, the wheels of the street cars giggle like 

mocking insults, and the varied cries of street vendors mix in the air 

as if they came from rotten vegetables. I swear I hate you. 



The windows of the houses are inviting even when empty, and the 

walls are frowning. In this strange alley, al-Siraf1 Alley, the dark 

memory where a thief c.ommitted his theft and disappeared as quick as a 

blink of an eye. Woe to the traitors. Here in this very same alley I 

was trapped. They moved in like a sinister snake to take me unaware. 

Yet a year before, it came out of the same alley carrying flour for 

- l -the al- 1 Eid cakes, and the other ahead of me, carrying Sana 1 • Those 
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happy days, no one knew how sincere they were, as impressions of al- 1 E1d, 

love, fatherhood, and crime were all then mixed together. 

Suddenly, he could see the towering mosques, and in the clear 

sky high above stood the citadel. The road lead to the square and 

he could see the green garden under the hot sun. A breath of air blew 

refreshing in spite of the heat. This was Citadel Square with all its 

burning memories. He, with his sun drenched face, had to open up, and 

he had to pour cold water into the inferno deep inside him to look 

like a peaceful person; he had to play the part he set for himself 

well. He crossed the square from the center heading to al-Em~m Road. 

He was approaching the three story house situated at the end of the 

·road and the crossing of two alleys. In this innocent corner your 

enemies will reveal what they have planned for your homecoming. Better 

prepare yourself; know your road and its positions. There are those 

shops and stores from which all eyes are staring at you like frightened 

mice. 

Suddenly a voice came from behind, 11 Saeed Mahran! ... What a 

pleasant surprise. 11 

1The al- 1 E1d: An annual feast which Muslims celebrate just after 
Ramadan, the month of fasting. 



Saeed stood still until the other man caught up with him. They 

shook hands, hiding their real feeling behind pale smiles. Very well, 

the rogue has followers now. Very soon I will find out what all this 

reception is about, and maybe at this same moment you, 1 Ela1sh, are 

watching from behind your window like women do. 
2 -

11 Thanks a lot, Mua 1 lim Beyaza . II 

In a minute Beyaza and Saeed were surrounded by many people who 

came out from the stores and shops on both sides of the alley. The 

congratulations were getting warmer. Soon he found himself completely 

surrounded by a hoard of people who, no doubt, were his rivals' 

friends and followers. Everyone was shouting. 

11 Thank God for your safety ... 11 

11 Congratulations to all friends and beloved ones . II 

11 We heartily believed that he would be released on the occasion 

of the Revolution Oay. 113 

Inspecting everyone carefully with his hazelnut eyes, Saeed said, 

11 Thanks to God, and to a 11 of you . . II 

Beyaza, rubbing his elbow, said: 11 Come to my store and have some 

·juice! 11 

But Saeed answered very calmly, 11 Later, when I come back. 11 
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2Mua 1 lim: As it is used here it means a master, or a man of power 
and authority among his followers an'd highly respected among other 
leaders of mua 1 limean (plural). Saeed was a mua 1 lim before he was 
arrested. The title is carried by 1 Ela1sh after he betrays Saeed and 
takes his position in the alley. 

3The Revolution of 1952: The government usually sets some of the 
well-behaved prisoners free on the occasion of the Revolution. Saeed 
Mahran was one of those to benefit from the occasion. 
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11 When you come back? 11 

Then a man shouted, as he lifted his face up to the second floor 

of the house: 11 Master 1 Ela1sh, Master 'E1a1sh! Come down and congrat

ulate Saeed Mahran. 11 

Don't warn him, you beetle, I came here in dajlight. I know that 

you're expecting me and watching my arrival. 

Then Beyaza asked again, 11 You come back from where? 11 

11 1 have an account to take care of II 

11 With whom? 11 Beyaza asked with an expression of displeasure on 

his face. 

11 Have you forgotten that I am a father ... and that my little 

child is with 1 Ela1sh? 11 

"Yes, but this is a dispute which the law has to sett1e. 11 

11 It is good to reach an understanding, 11 another said . 

A third man said with a tone of peace, 11 Saeed . . you have just 

come out of prison and the wise man is the one who 1 earns. II 

Trying to cover up his choking anger, Saeed said, 11 Who claims I 

am not here to reach an understanding?" 

At the second fl oar a window was opened and through it 1 Ela1sh 

could be seen. Many heads looked to him anxiously. Before another 

word was said, a tall man vdth wide shoulders wearing a str·ipped 

gallabiah 4 and official shoes 5 came out of the house. At once Saeed 

4Gallabiah: A flowing garment; a dress of both men and women, 
usually made of different kinds of materials such as silk and cotton. 

50fficial shoes: Heavy boots especially made for and used by the 
army and the police force. 



recognized him as Hasaballah, the police detective. 

He put on an air of surprise to see the detective, and said with 

a tense voice, 11 What bothers you? I am here only to reach an under-

standing. 11 

But the detective hurried toward him, inspecting and searching 

him with great talent and experience looking for anything suspicious 

in his pockets or mind. While doing that he said, 11 Shut up, you son 

of a fox; what do you really want? 11 
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"I came here to reach an understanding over my daughter 1 s future. 11 

11 Do you know what understanding means? 11 

11 Very well, for the sake of my· daughter II 

11 Go to the courts. 11 

11 I 1 ll go to court when I am desperate. 11 

11 Let him in. All of you, please, 11 shouted 'Ela1sh from upstairs. 

Gather them around you, you coward. I came here only to test 

your fortifications! But when your time comes the detective and the 

wal1s cannot save you. 

They entered the living room where they spread themselves on the 

·various chairs and sofas. The windows were opened and the light and 

the flies rushed into the room. On the blue carpet one could see 

black burn spots. 'Elafsh, resting his fists on a heavy cane kept 

staring at a large picture handing from the wall. The detective sat 

beside Saeed, fidgeting with his rosary. 6 'Ela'lsh Sidrah finally 

came in wearing a loose fittjng gallabiah, with his round pudgy face 

straight up with its square chin and big broken nose. He shook hands 

6Rosary: Chaplet; beads. It is a religious device. 



with Saeed, pretending to be courageous, and said, "Thank God for your 

safety. 11 

Soon there was tense silence; uneasy glances were exchanged. As 

if he were really planning to forget all about the past, 1 Elaish said, 

"Let bygones be bygones; whatever happened happens every day. 

Regrettable things do take place, and old and close friendships do 

collapse; but nothing can disgrace a man except shame! 11 

Saeed followed this with sparkling eyes and his strong lean body 

like a tiger waiting patiently to grab an elephant. He had nothing to 

say except to repeat what 1 Ela1sh had just said, "Nothing can disgrace 

a man except shame.u Having said so, everyone looked at him and the 

detective stopped running his rosary through his fingers. 

Realizing what was in their minds Saeed said, 11 I completely agree 

with you to the 1 etter . . 11 
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11 Stop beating around the bush, please; don't waste any more time, 11 

said the detective anxiously. 

"Where should we start?" Saeed inquired ironically. 

11 0ne matter, only, should be discussed: your daughter! 11 

What about my wife and my property, you sick dogs! Woe to you 

. Woe to you. I really would like ~o look you in the eyes so that from 

then on I can respect the beetle, the scorpion, and the worm. To hell 

with the man who succumbs to the lure of a woman. 

Nevertheless, he had to shake his head to express his agreement. 

Then, one of the flatterers said, "Your daughter is safely kept by her 

mother, and according to the law the child must be kept by her mother 

until she is six years old. But if you wish I could bring her to visit 

you once a week ... 11 



On purpose Saeed raised his voice so that it could be heard by 

those who were outside the room. 11 By law it is my right to have her 

because of the circumstances . 11 

11 What do you mean? 11 asked 1 Elal'sh roughly. 

But the detective did not give him time to answer, saying, 

11 This discussion wil 1 give us nothing but a headache. 11 

11 I have not committed any crime whatsoever. It is only what God 

ordained. It is also my duty. My duty made me do what I have done, 

and for the sake of the little child, 11 1 Ela1sh said confidently. 

Your duty, you son of a bitch, double faced traitor. The hammer, 

the axe, and the hanging rope. But what does Sana' look like now? 

Saeed replied as calmly as he could, "She needed nothing. She 

had my money, a lot of it . . . " 

11 You mean what you have stolen, and which you have denied in 

court?" said the detective. 

"Whatever it is. Tell me, where is it anyway? 11 

"Not a penny," 'Ela1sh shouted, "Believe me, men, there was 

not.hing, nothing to please an enemy or a friend. The truth is I did 

my duty . . . 11 

11 Tell me, how could you live so well and spend on others?" Saeed 

said in a challenging voice. 

"Are you my God to try me?" shouted 'Ela1sh. 

Then one of the hypocrites said, "Saeed, you had better be wise." 

11 I know and understand you," said the detective. "I am the best 

to read your mind. You'll surely destroy yourself. For your own good 

don't get out of the subject of your daughter." 
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Saeed retreated with a smile, hiding his eyes by looking at the 

floor. In a surrendering voice he said, 11 You are right, Mr. Detective 

II 

11 ! know you, and I understand you, but I 1 ll go along with you out 

of respect for these men here--bring in the girl--don 1 t you think it 1 s 

better to know her opinion first? 11 

11 How is that, Mr. Detective? 11 

"Saeed, I understand you. You don 1 t really want the girl, and 
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you can't give her a shelter. You can 1 t easily find a place for your

self alone. But it is just and merciful that you see her--bring in the 

girl. II 

Bring her mother instead. How anxious are my eyes to meet hers, 

so I can see one of He 11 's secrets. The axe and the hammer. 

1 Ela1sh then left the room to bring in the girl. As the sound of 

feet approached Saeed turned to the door, biting his lower lip; his 

heart began beating painfully fast. A sudden feeling of anxiety and 

great love overcame his tornado-like anger. 

The litt1e girl with surprise in her eyes appeared with the man. 

She arrived after a wait which seemed like a thousand years. She was 

wearing a neat white dress and white slippers which revealed her tiny, 

dyed toes. She had a brown face and black hair neatly a.rranged over 

her forehead. His soul devoured her. She moved her eyes staring into 

the faces around her in a strange way, and into his face with protest 

because he was staring hard at her and out of a feeling that she was 

being pushed towards him to throw herself into his arms. She stopped, 

dug her feet tightly into the rug, and her body bent backward. 

He never moved his eyes away from her. But his heart was broken; 



it was so broken that the only feeling left in it was the feeling of 

being lost, as if she was not his daughter in spite of her hazel eyes, 

her long face, and her big, wide nose. But where is the so called 

blood and spiritual relationship? Has it also committed treachery and 

deception? But in spite of everything, how could he resist the deep 

urge to embrace her from now until eternity? 

11 Your father, little one," said the detective carelessly. 

"Kiss Daddy," 'Ela1sh said with an expressionless face. 

Like a mouse! What is she afraid of! Does she not know how much 

he really loves her! He gave her his hand. He choked and could not 

utter a word. He smiled tenderly in a tempting way .. But Sana' said, 

"No," and would have retreated had it not been for the man behind her. 

She shouted, 11 Mommy. 11 

But the man pushed her gently forward and said, 11 Kiss Daddy. 11 

There was a look of interest and gloating in the eyes of the men. 

Saeed realized that the prison whipping was not as painful as he had 

believed it to be. 

"Sana', come here," he said beseechingly. No longer able to put 

61 

·up with her rejection, he stood up halfway and bent his body toward her. 

"No!" she shouted. 

11 I am your Daddy! 11 

She anxiously raised her eyes to 'Ela1sh Sidrah, and with an 

insisting voice Saeed said, "It's me, Daddy, come . . 11 

The girl refused, and she leaned away. He drew her towards him 

using some force. She screamed. He embraced her but she pushed him 

away, crying. Although he was defeated and disappointed, he bent 

toward her to kiss her lips and her cheek, but his lips could only 
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reach her nervously moving arm. 

11 I 1 m Daddy, don 1 t be afraid, I 1 m Daddy. 11 

The fragrance of her hair reminded him of her mother and he became 

nervous. The child 1 s crying and struggling increased. 

The detective stopped him, "Take it easy, the girl doesn 1 t know 

you. 11 

He let go of her, but he was very disappointed. "I will take her," 

said Saeed furiously. 

There was a moment of silence before Beyaza said, "Calm down 

first. 11 

But Saeed insisted, 11 She must return to me. 11 

"Let the judge decide that, 11 the detective, strongly interrupted 

then turning to 1 Ela1sh he said with an inquiring tone, "Well?" 

11 It 1 s none of my business but her mother wi 11 never give her up 

unless the law. says so. 11 

11 As I said before; there's only one authority, the law court, 11 

said the detective. Reminding himself of matters which he had almost 

forgotten, Saeed managed to control his feelings. He felt that had 

he let his anger take hold of him he would have lost his sanity. 

He said rather calmly, 11 Yes, the court. 11 

11 And the girl, as you see, is very comfortable and very well 

taken care of , 11 said Beyaza. 

"First of all you have to look for a decent way to earn a living," 

the informer remarked ironically. 

In spite of all this he seemed to be able to control himself more 

and more. 11 Yes, it's all true, concerning myself, there is nothing to 

feel sorry for. I will think the whole matter over, and over again, 



and no doubt it is better that I forget all about the past, and I have 

to start looking for a job in order to prepare a good place for the 

girl when the proper time comes, 11 Saeed said. 

Silence and astonishment prevailed and they all looked at each 

other, with believing and disbelieving eyes. The detective clasped 

his fist around the rosary and said, 11 Agreed? 11 

11 Yes, but I want my books, 11 Saeed said. 

11 Your books! 11 

11 Yes . II 
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11 Sana 1 has lost most of them, but I will bring you the rest, 11 said 

'Elalsh, who left the room for a moment. When he came back he was 

carrying a medium sized pile of books which he placed in the middle of 

. the room. 

Saeed picked up his books one by one, and kept repeating very 

regretfully, 11 It is true, most of them are lost. 11 

Announcing the end of the meeting the detective asked Saeed, 

11 Where did you get all this education from? Were you stealing books 

along with the other things you stole? 11 

Everybody smiled, but Saeed took his books and left the room 

without a smile on his face. 



Chapter II 

He looked at the open door, the door which was always open as he 

used to see it a long time ago when he was approaching it from the 

mountain road. A place of memories and mercy in al-Darrasah district 

by the al-Moquatam Hills. 
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The earth was full of children, sand, and animals, and he was so 

tired and excited that he kept gasping. His eyes never got tired of 

following little girls. How many lazy people were lying away from the 

sunshine under the shade of the hill? He stopped at the step of the 

open door for a while, looking and remembering. He wondered when the 

last time was that he crossed this step? What a simple house, as 

simple as the houses in Adam's time. A large roofless yard, at the 

left hand corner of which grew a high proud palm tree. No closed doors 

in this strange lodging. 

A pang in his heart returned him to. bygone times. It was the 

time of childhood, sweet dreams, and warm affection of a father-

heavenly images. Singers filled the yard, swaying with religious awe, 

and the hearts of people resounded with belief in God. Look, listen, 

and learn, his father used to say. A holy ecstasy was emanated by the 

dream-like atmosphere that was full of belief, and singing, and the 

feeling of joy of singing, and of the green tea. I wonder how you are, 

Sheikh Al1 al-Jina1d1, the best of all living? 

He heard a voice, murmuring the end of the prayers, coming from 

inside the room. Saeed smiled and went through the door carrying his 

books. There was the Sheikh sitting on the prayer carpet completely 

absorbed in his prayers. There was hardly any change in the old room. 

The mats were rejuvenated, thanks to the Sheikh's disciples. The 



simple bed still lay by the western wall to the left. A ray of the 

setting sun overflowed through a small round window in the wall to 

rest at the Sheikh's feet. Heaps of books covered the lower part of 

the rest of the walls. The smell of incense filled the room as if it 

had been there for tens of years. 

Saeed laid down the books and approached the Sheikh saying, 

"Peace, my lord and master! 11 

The Sheikh finished his prayers and raised his head. His face 

was thin, but full of life and vitality. He had a white beard which 

was like a halo enveloping his face. A white cap was pressed over his 

silver hair. He looked at Saeed with eyes that had seen eighty years 

of his world and the other. His eyes never lost their charm, penetra-
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. tion, and magic. Before such eyes Saeed was powerless. He could not 

help but kiss his hand, passionately wiping away a tear which was 

evoked by the atmosphere of memories, his father, the hope of a distant 

past. 

"Peace, my child," replied the Sheikh. That was the voice of a 

distant past. 

He wondered what his father's voice was like. It was as if he 

was remembering his father's very voice, with his lips moving. But 

suddenly the voice stopped. 

"Where are the followers at your door, master? 11 He squatted 

before the Sheikh on the stray mat. 

"Sit down without permission, I remember that you like to do 

that," said the Sheikh. 

He felt that the Sheikh smiled though his white lips never parted. 

Had he remembered him? He then said, "Excuse me, but I have no place 



in the world except your home. 11 

The Sheikh's head fell down on his chest as he whispered, 11 You 

mean the walls, not the heart. 11 
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Saeed took a deep breath, and for a moment it was as if he under

stood nothing of what the Sheikh had just said, but he replied 

truthfully and carelessly, 11 I 1 ve. just been released from prison, today. 11 

The Sheikh closed his eyes and asked with some astonishment, 

11 Prison? 11 

11 Yes, you have not seen me for more than ten years; strange 

things have happened. You might have heard about them from some of 

your disciples who know me. 11 

"Because I hear too much I hear almost nothing. 11 

"Anyway, I don't like to meet you under false pretenses and that 

is why I 1 m te 11 i ng you that I have just been set free today. 11 

Opening his eyes, the Sheikh swayed his head slowly in sadness, 

11.You are not out of prison. 11 

Saeed smiled. The same old ambiguous words were being repeated 

once more. "You see master, all prisons are nothing compared to the 

·:government's prison, 11 said Saeed. 

Looking at him lucidly the Sheikh murmured, 11 He says that a 11 

kinds of prisons are nothing compared to the government's prison. 11 

Saeed smiled again. About to give up any possibility of communi

cation, he asked rather passionately, 11 Do you remember me? 11 

The Sheikh murmured indifferently, "Only the present counts. 11 

Although Saeed was sure that he remembered him, he inquired to 

assure himself, 11 And my father Mahran, God bless his soul?" 

11 God bless all our souls. 11 



11 Those were the days. 11 

11 ! wish you could say the same about the present. 11 

11 But 
,, 

"God bless our souls." 

"I said I just got but of prison today." 

The Sheikh swayed his head with sudden pleasure. 11 Smiling, he 

said while he was at the stake, 7 'It was God's will that you meet him 

that way. 111 

My father was able to understand you. You have avoided me until 

I thought that you were trying to get rid of me. With my own free 

will I came back to the atmosphere of incense and to anxiety. That's 

what the homeless and the deserted do. He \vent on, "Master I have 

come to you at a time when my own daughter has denied me." 

The Sheikh sighed, "The weakest bear the word of God." 

"I told myself that if he is still alive I will no doubt find 

his door open to everybody," said Saeed seriously. 
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To this the Sheikh quietly replied, 11 How about the door of Heaven? 

How did you find it? 11 

11 But I can't find a place on earth, even my daughter denied me. 11 

"How you both look alike!" 

"How, Master? 11 

"You seek a shelter not an answer. 11 

Saeed leaned his head, with its curly hair, on his dark veined 

hand. He said, 11 My father used to come to you in times of hardship, 

I found myself ... 11 

7At the stake: To put to death by sitting on a stake, to impale. 
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The Sheikh interrupted calmly, "You only seek a home, nothing 

else. 11 

He felt deeply that he recognized him. He was disturbed for no 

reason at all. 11 Not only a home, it's more than that, I would like to 

cry out, God be satisfied with me. 11 

The Sheikh murmured. "The heavenly woman said 1 Are not you 

ashamed to seek the satisfaction of Him with Whom you are not 

satisfied? 111 

The wilderness outside resounded with the braying of a donkey, 

ending with a harsh sound.like crying. An ugly voice sang, 11 Where is 

my luck, where is my fortune?" 

One day his father caught him singing "Guess to Solve the Riddle. 11 

He dealt him a light blow saying, "Is this an appropriate song while 

we are on our way to the good Sheikh?" 

The father was much taken by the Sheikh. His eyes were dimly 

closed, his voice was not clear, and he was sweating. Saeed sat by a 

palm tree, looking at the Sheikh's disciples sitting under the lantern 

light. He was biting a dried fig, enjoying a strange feeling of 

happiness. That was before he fell in love. The Sheikh closed his 

eyes as if he were asleep. Saeed got used to the atmosphere and to 

the scene; he couldn't even smell the incense. 

Suddenly, an idea occurred to him: habit is the basis of laziness, 

dullness, and death. Habit was responsible for the treason, denial, 

and waste of life that he suffered. 

He inquired to wake up the Sheikh, 11 Are Suf18 rituals still being · 

8suf1, or Suffiah (n.): An ascetic sect always consisting of 
retired and mystical Muslims. The members of this sect usually with
draw to a secluded place to perform their religious rituals. 



held in here?" When he found no answer he felt disturbed. He asked 

again, "Aren 1 t you going to welcome me?" 

The Sheikh opened his eyes and answered, "Both the needy and the 

needed are weak before God." 

11 But you own this house. 11 

"The. owner welcomes you as well as he welcomes everyone, and 

everything else, 11 said the Sheikh. With sudden happiness, Saeed felt 

encouraged and smiled. The Sheikh went on, "I'm the owner and the 

proprietor of nothing. 11 

The sunbeam had moved from the mat to the wall. Saeed said, 11 At 

any rate, this house is mine as it was my father 1 s before and as it 

was everybody's in a hardship. You, Master, deserve all gratitude and 

are able to do everything." 

"'God, you know how weak I am to thank you, so please, thank 

yourself for m(;, 1 that is what some grateful people have once said," 

said the Sheikh. 

Saeed asked hopefully, 11 I 1 m really in need of a good word. 11 

Tenderly reproaching him, the Sheikh said, "Don't lie. 11 He bent 

his bearded face over his chest appearing to think deeply. 
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Saeed waited patiently as he moved a little bit away to lean his 

back on one of the bookshelves. He started to look at the good Sheikh, 

but when he was not able to wait any more he asked him, 11 Is there 

anything I could do to help you?" 

He paid him no attention at all. The silence continued while 

Saeed watched a column of ants moving gently in between the stray mat 



Q - 9 curves. The Sheikh suddenly broke the silence. 11 Get the ur'an and 

read. 11 

11 11 m out of prison just today; I haven't washed myself yet. 11 

"Wash and read. 11 

11 My daughter denied me. She was afraid of me as if I were the 

devil. Before that her mother betrayed me, 11 said Saeed complaining. 

But the Sheikh said tenderly, 11 Wash and read. 11 

11 She betrayed me with a worthless· fellow, one of my followers. 

He used to be at my disposal like a mean dog. For him she asked for 

a divorce, using my imprisonment as a pretext and as a means for her 

deeds. Then, she married him. 11 

11 Wash and read. 11 

Saeed insisted. 11 He took all my money, my money and the jewelry. 
' 

My money made a Master out of him. Besides, all my men in the alley 

became his foll owe rs. 11 

11 Wash and read. 11 

Furious, Saeed's veins showed on his enraged face. 11 The police 

were not able to catch me; it's that rascal who sold me out to them. 

I was sure of my safety until he interfered and made a deal with my 

wife to sell me out. Then disasters followed each other until finally 

my daughter denied me. 11 
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11 Wash and read. Say, 'If ye do love God follow me: God will love 

thee, 1 and read~ 'And I have prepared thee for Myself; and repeat the 

saying: 'Love is the agreement which means that you must blindly obey 

God and follow his words; cease doing what he forbids, and be 

9Qur'~n: The holy book of revelations made to the Muslims' 
Prophet Muhammad by God. 



satisfied with what he orda"ined. 1 11 

Here is my father very pleased, 1-istening and shaking his head 

while he Js looking at me, as if to tell me to listen and learn, and 

I am happy trying to sneak out to climb the palm tree or to throw a 

stone to get myself a fig. I sing secretly with the group of 

choristers. 

One evening while I was going back home to the student residence, 

at al-Jlzah, 10 I saw her coming from the other direction, carrying a 

basket. She was very beautiful. In her body there was Heaven and 

Hell. What did you like in that religious singing? When she appeared 

her face was like that of the beloved crescent. 

But the sun has not gone yet, you can see the last golden ray of 

it retreating from the small window. I have a very long evening ahead 

of me: my first night of freedom. I will be alone with freedom or 

with the Sheikh preoccupied with Heaven, unconsciously murmuring words 

I, Saeed, don't know the meaning of, heading toward Hell. But there's 

no other place for me. 

10a1-Jlzah: A large district in Cairo. 
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Chapter III 

He turned the pages of ~-Zahra newspaper over and over until he 

·found Mr. Ra 1 uf11 'Elwan•s 12 column. He read very eagerly. He was 

still near Sheikh 'Ali al-Jinaid1 1 s house where he had spent the last 

night. 

But where does Ra'uf 1 Elwan get his inspiration from? Inspira-

tions on ladies' fashions, loud speakers, and a reply to an unknown 

lady concerning her complaint! Good ideas indeed, but where is Ra 1 uf 

1 Elwan? 

The student's house and those strange bygone days. The picture 

of a country student in rags, but with a big heart showing great 

enthusiasm. The honest and influential pen! I wonder what happened 

to the world? What is there behind these miracles and secrets? Is 

everything that ever happened anywhere in the world similar to what 

happened in al-Siraf1 Alley? The events of Nabawiya and 1 Ela1sh, and 

the little beloved girl who denied her father. 

I have to see Ra'uf 1 Elwan. The Sheikh offered me a place to 

sleep, but I also need some money. Mr. 1 Elwan, I have to start a new, 

fresh life. You are not less great than Sheikh 1Al1, for me you are 

the most important thing in this insecure world. 

He stopped in front of the ~ ·zahra newspaper building, in 

Education Squar~. It is a huge building, difficult for any thief to 

break into, especially with the line of cars surrounding the building 

11 Ra'uf: Merciful, or tender. 

121 Elwan: High level; superiority. 
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like horrible prison guards. 

The noise of the printing presses in the basement sounded like 

the snoring of the prisoners in their cells. He went into the build

ing with waves of other men and women. He stopped in front of the 

information counter. He asked roughly, "Mr. Ra 1 uf 1 Elwan? 11 

The man looked at him furiously for his rudeness and replied, 

"Fourth floor. 11 
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He went to the elevator and stood in line with a number of people, 

among whom he looked like an alien with his blue outfit and tennis 

shoes. His sharp, courageous look and his long, sharp nose added to 

his strange appearance. When he saw a ~irl in the line he remembered 

Nabawiya and 1 Elal'sh, and he cursed them, promising to avenge himself. 

Before one of the clerks could stop him he sneaked into the secretary 1 s 

room at the end of the lobby on the fourth floor. He found himself in 

a large triangular room whose glass walls overlooked the street. The 

room was crowded. He heard the secretary on the phone assuring someone 

that Mr. Ra 1 uf 1 Elw~n· was having a meeting with the Chief Editor and that 

he would not be back for two hours. Though he stood still, carelessly 

staring at the faces around him in a rude way, he felt that he was 

really a stranger. A long, long time ago he used to stare at some other 

people, just like these people, with furious eyes, wishing to strangle 

them. Why is he tolerating them now? 

But it will not be a good thing for him to meet Ra 1 uf here because 

it is not the proper place for old friends to meet after all this time. 

Besides, it appears that Ra 1 uf is a big man now, very big, just like 

this room. In the past he was nothing but a sub-editor working for 

a 1-Nazeer magazine. Though it was a very sma 11 magazine in Muhammad 
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'All Street, it was a sharp and loud vofce calling for freedom. 

I wonder how you are and what you look like today Ra'uf? Has 

he changed like you, Nabawiya? Will he deny me as you did, Sana'? But 

why should I be so pessimistic! He will still be a friend, a teacher, 

and the sharp sword of liberty; he will remain that way in spite of 

the big position, the strange editorials, and his secretaries. If this 

castle will deprive me of my right to embrace you, I-will no doubt find 

your home address from the phone book. 

He sat on the wet grass by the Nile at al-Nile Street and waited. 

He waited for a long time near a tree which hid the light of the 

electric lamp. There was no moon and the stars glittered in the pitch 

dark night. A gentle night breeze blew after the torrid summer day. 

He never for a moment took his eyes off villa no. 18. His back was 

to the Nile and the palms of his hands were clasped around his knees. 

The house was accessible from four directions, the big garden occupied 

the fourth street. It was a very old sight, the sight of the shadow 

of the trees encirclihg the house. The place was an old, historical 

one; only rich people could dwell there. 

But how could one break in? What is the best means to do it, 

especially in such a short time? Even thieves do not dream of robbing 

such a place. How could I dream of being welcomed here today, when 

even in the past I used to look at these kinds of houses only when I 

had in mind a plan to rob them? Ra'~f 'Elw~n, you are a riddle, and a 

riddle must talk and reveal its mystery. Isn't it really a coincidence 

to find out that rElw~n rhyme~ with Mahr~n? Isn't it also a strange 

thing that 'Elaish put his hands on my money and on what I have worked 

for all my life by deceiving me like a dog? 



He got up very quickly when he saw a car stopping by the gates. 

of the villa and the doorman pushing the gate wide open. He crossed 

the road rapidly and stood in front of the car with his body bent 

forward in order to be seen by the man in the car. The man recognized 

him in the dark. Saeed called out with a rough voice, "Mr. Ra'uf-

I'm Saeed Mahran!" 

The man in the car put his head through the car window and said 

quietly, "Saeed! ... Oh!" 
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He could not read the face of Ra 1 uf, but he was encouraged when he 

heard his voice. A tense moment of silence elapsed before the car door 

was opened, and the same voice was heard ordering, "Get in." 

A good start indeed! Ra 1 uf 'Elwan was still the same as before, 

in spite of his great position and his wonderful villa. The car turned 

to a narrow road that curved sharply to the entrance to the main stair

way of the villa. 

"Saeed, how are you, man? When did you get out?" 

"Yesterday." 

"Yesterday?" 

"Yes, I should've come to you but I was busy with some urgent 

matters. Besides, I needed some rest and so I spent the night at 

Sheikh 'All" a1-Jinaid1 1 s; remember him?" 

As they were leaving the car and entering the living room Ra'uf 

replied with a surprise, "Oh! . your late father's Sheikh, I've 

been to his rituals more than once." 

"They were amusing." 

"I like those reciters chanting." 



When the servant put the light of the chandelier on, Saeed's eyes 

were dazzled by its shiny lamps, its stars, and its crescents. The 

corner mirrors reflected the light on the golden pieces which looked 

like something out of the darkness of history. Everything in the room 
-, 

was luxurious, the decorated ceiling, the beautiful carpets, the 

comfortable sofas and armchairs, and the pillows thrown on the floor. 

Finally in the reflection of the chandelier's light he saw the 

writer's healthy round face, that face which he loved and knew very 

well. While the servant was opening a door to the garden Saeed looked 

at the writer and glanced at the finery in the room stealthily. As 

the door was opened a scented breeze of fresh air came in from the 

garden and mixed with the light of the chandelier. Saeed almost 

became dizzy. His face became swollen like the face of a cow. An 
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unknown impulse inside him made him refrain from talking in spite of 

the smiles and warm reception he was getting. He felt a magic scent in 

the air, something he could not identify in spite of his sharp long 

nose. It was the smell of aristocracy. His heart beat strongly. He 

was wondering if this last resort would collapse, if he would have 

nothing else to fall back upon. Ra'uf sat on a sofa near the terrace. 

He beckoned to him to sit in a big, comfortable armchair at the corner 

of a long row of armchairs which ended at a transparent lighted column 

embroidered with legendary pictures. He did not hesitate to sit down 

in a casual manner. The writer stretched his long legs as he inquired, 

11 Did you come to see me at the newspaper?" 

"Yes, but I was soon convinced that that was not a good p"lace for 

our meeting." 

Ra 1 uf 1 s smile revealed his dark teeth~ as he said, "The newspaper 



building is like a vortex. Have you been waiting for me here for a 

long time? 11 

11 A whole lifetime! 11 

Ra'uf laughed again and said, 11 No doubt you have been to this 

di strict before. 11 

77 

Saeed also laughed and replied, 11 0f course, here I have known many 

customers whom I really appreciated, such as Fadil Pasha Hassanian's 

villa, from which I stole one thousand pounds, and the actress 

Kawakib's villa, from which I obtained a rare diamond earring. 11 

The servant came into the room pushing a wheeled table on which 

there were two bottles, two glasses, a small pink ice bucket, some 

applies arranged in a pyramid on a plate, some appetizers, and a silver 

kettle full of water. The writer nodded at the servant to withdraw and 

started to fill two glasses, the first of which he gave to Saeed while 

he raised the other ·one saying, 11 To freedom. 11 

Saeed swallowed the contents of his glass very quickly, but Ra'uf 

took only a sip and said, 11 And how is your daughter? And why have you 

spent your night with Sheikh 1 A11? 11 

Ra 1 uf had forgotten almost everything, but he remembered that he 

had a daughter. Very coldly and briefly Saeed narrated his tragedy. 

He ended by saying, "Yesterday I visited al-Siraff Alley and there, as 

I expected, my daughter denied me and shouted at me. 11 

Without permission he filled another glass. Ra'uf said, "It's a 

sad story. As for your daughter, she is really to be excused--she 

doesn 1 t remember you; but 1 a ter she wi 11 know you and 1 ove you. 11 

ur don't trust her sex any more." 

"This is what you feel now, but tomorrow, who knows? You' 11 
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change your mind of your own free will; this is the way of the world. 11 

The phone rang. Ra 1 uf took the receiver and listened for a little 

while after which he smiled with pleasure. He took the phone to the 

veranda. With his sharp eyes Saeed followed him from place to place; 

a woman? This smile and this trip in the darkness can only be for a 

woman. I wonder if he is still single? 

There they were, sitting together, drinking and talking, but he 

had a feeling, a mysterious sense of warning that in the future it 

would be almost impossible to have another meeting with Ra 1 uf. He 

didn 1 t know the reason for such a feeling, but he believed it, as any

one who depends on his intuition does. Nowadays, Ra 1 uf belonged to 

that class which Saeed used to visit only to steal from. Ra 1 uf might 

have been forced into welcoming him or he might have changed. Maybe 

nothing remained of the old person except a shadow of his character. 

Saeed was disappointed when he heard a loud laugh coming back from the 

terrace. He took an apple and he quietly started to bite into it. His 

life was nothing but an expansion of the thought of this laughing man 

on the phone. If he betrayed thes~ thoughts, hell and damnation. 

Finally, Ra 1 uf 1 Elw~n came back from the terrace and put the telephone 

on its receiver. 

He sat down looking satisfied, "Congratulations on your freedom, 

it 1 s really a very valuable treasure which should compensate you for 

whatever was lost. 11 He took a piece of dried meat and shook his head 

but without paying serious attention, 11 And here you are out of prison 

facing a new life. 11 

He filled two glasses while Saeed was eagerly eating the different 

kinds of food. Saeed looked at his friend, who smiled very quickly to 

cover his disgust. 
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You are really mad if you believe that he heartily welcomed you. 

He is just being politely courteous, and this will soon disappear. All 

sorts of treason can be allowed except this one. The whole world will 

be swallowed by emptiness. 

Ra'uf then took a cigarette from his cigarette box, inlaid with 

Chinese inscriptions. "Saeed, everything is over now; whatever might 

disturb our 1 i ves is gone now." 

Saeed replied through a mouthful of food, "We were shaken by the 

news in jail; who would believe such a thing could've happened?" Then 

as he looked at him with a smile, "The war is over now! 1113 

"Let it be a truce! Every war has its own field. 11 

Saeed looked around and said, "And this wonderful living room is 

like a field. 11 Saeed regretted the remark. He noticed a cold look in 

his friend's eyes. 

Can't you hold your tongue! Don't you know what good manners 

and politeness are! 

"What kind of similarity is there between this 1 iving room and 

the field?" asked Ra'uf with quiet anger. 

Saeed avoided the subject, "I mean it is in very good taste." 

Ra'uf was clearly disgusted: hlt's useless to beat around the 

bush. Say directly what you have in mind. I understand. you. I can 

read you very we 11 . You certainly know that! 11 

Saeed laughed with some kindness, 11 I did not mean any harm at all ! 11 

"You have to remember always that I live by my hard work. 11 

13The war between social classes. 



II I Ive no doubt about that, but by the name of A 11 ah don It get mad 

at me. 11 
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Ra 1 uf smoked his cigarette very nervously and silently until Saeed 

had to stop eating and say in an apologizing tone, 11 Ive not gotten rid 

of the jail's atmosph~re yet. I need time before I can get my manners 

and politeness back. Besides, don't forget I'm still dizzy after that 

strange encounter where I was denied by my own daughter. 11 

To show his forgiveness, Ra'uf raised his hairy eyebrows, but 

when he saw his friend's eyes move from him to the food and back again 

he quietly ordered him, "Eat." 

Without any hestitation Saeed continued his attack on the food 

until he had eaten it all. 

In an attempt to end the meeting, Ra'uf said, "Everything must 

completely change. Have you thought of the future? 11 

Lighting a cigarette, Saeed said, "The past has not yet allowed 

me to think of the future." 

"I think that women outnumber men, so don't pay any attention to 

a woman's betrayal. As for your daughter, I'm sure she is going to 

know and love you one day. The most important thing now is to look 

for a job. 11 

Saeed replied while looking at a Chinese statue that appeared so 

venerable and sleepy, 11 1 've learned to be a tailor in jail." 

"Would you -like to get yourself a tailor's shop?" asked the writer 

in surprise. 

But Saeed answered very quietly, "Certainly not." 

"What then?" 

"I have practiced no craft in my life but one." 



Very disturbed, Ra 1 uf asked, "Are you going to be a thief again?" 

11 It 1 s a lucrative profession and it pays a lot, as you know." 

Ra 1 uf shouted, "As I know! How could I know? 11 

Very surprised Saeed looked at him. 11 Why are you so angry? I 

meant to say that you know my past, isn 1 t that right?" 

Ra 1 uf looked down, as if he were convincing himself of what the 

former had just said, but it was clear in his face that Ra 1 uf would 

not be as relaxed as he had been before. 

He said, as if he wanted to end this conversation, 11 Saeed, today 

is not the same as yesterday; you have been a thief and a friend of 

mine at the same time, for many reasons which were very well known to 

you. But today is not yesterday; if you become a thief again you are 

going to be just a thief, nothing more." 

He stood up very nervously, facing disappointment in its roughest 

and most cutting form, but he suppressed his desire with an iron will. 

He sat down again, this time very quietly. 11 Find a suitable job for 

me,then! 11 

11 What kind of a job? Speak up; r 1m listening. 11 
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He said in unrevealed sarcasm, "I will be delighted to work as a 

journalist at your journal; I 1m educated and a former student of yours. 

I've read piles and piles of books under your supervision. You've 

always testified how clever r 1 ve been, 11 

Very disturbed, Ra 1 uf shook his head. The light was reflected on 

his deep black hair. "There is no time for joking now. You have 

never practiced writing for a newspaper. Besides, you were released 

from jail just yesterday. You are wasting my time. 11 

11 Then I have to find a menial job for myself?" he asked sadly. 



11 There is no menial job as long as it is clean and honest. 11 

Saeed was overcome by bitterness and cared no more after such a 

disappointment. He moved his eyes rapidly around the luxurious living 

room and said in a challenging tone, 11 How beautiful it is when the 

rich people advise us about poverty. 11 

Ra'uf' answer was clear enough to Saeed--he looked at his watch. 

Saeed said politely, 11 I 1m sure I've taken up much of your time, more 

than I should. 11 

Ra'uf said bluntly, "Yes, you have, and I am very exhausted. 11 

Saeed stood up, "Thanks a lot for ·your hospitality, generosity, 

and good manners. 11 . 

Ra'uf took his wallet out of his pocket and gave him a couple of 

five pound bills. 11 This is for today until you find something. You 

have to excuse me if I tell you that I'm really exhausted and that one 

can rarely find me free as you did tonight. 11 

He took the money and smiled. Then Saeed shook Ra'uf's hand and 

told him in a tone full of hope, "May Allah keep an eye on you." 
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Chapter IV 

That is the naked reality of Ra'uf Elwan, a rotten unburied 

corpse. The old Ra 1 uf is no more, like yesterday or the first day of 

the history of Nabawiya 1 s love or 1 Ela1sh 1 s loyalty. Don 1 t be deceived 

by appearances; sweet words are mockery, smiles reveal shrinking lips, 

and hospitality is an act of self-defense performed by outstretched 

finger tips. You were not allowed to step into his house except out of 

courtesy. 

You make something out of me and then give me up, you simply 

change your mind about beliefs which I personified; I find myself lost 

in the wilderness without hope, value, or roots; mean treason fell on 

my head like a ton of bricks, never to be forgotten. I wonder, do you 

admit your treason to yourself, or have you also deceived yourself as 

you tried to deceive others? Don 1 t you have pangs of conscience as I 

have penetrated your house of mirrors and antiques. But I 1m sure I 

won't find anything there except treason. I will find Nabawiya in 

Ra 1 uf 1 s clothes, or Ra 1 uf in hers, or 1 Elal'sh Sidrah in their places, 

and the treason will reveal itself as the worst sin on earth. Behind 

my back their eyes exchanged suspicious, uneasy, disturbed iooks like 

the stream of lust carrying them, like a cat crawling on her stomach 

toward a sieepy bird, in the shape of death. Opportunism overcame the 

inebriation of shame and hesitation. 

'Ela1sh Sidrah, in a corner of an alley or maybe in my house said: 

11 I 1 ll tell the police about his whereabouts, that way we can get rid 

of him. 11 But the girl 1 s mother kept silent; that tongue was silent. 

It is the same tongue which used to lavish soft speeches of love on me. 

That is how I found myself surrounded by the police·in al-Sirafl Alley 
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and was beaten and knocked down. Before that the devil himself was 

not able to find me. You too, Ra'uf; I don't know which of you is more 

of a traitor. But your guilt is more horrible than hers, you who 

possess a great mind and a great past. Do you lead me to jail as you 

leap to the palace of lights and mirrors; have you forgotten what you 

taught me about palaces and ~ottages? But I don't forget! 

He reached 'Abb~s Bridge14 where he sat down on a bench of stone 

on the river bank. For the first time, he noticed the road. As if he 

were talking to the darkness, he said loudly, "The sooner the better, 

now and before he recovers from the surprise!" 

Better not hesitate because your craft is yours; it is a good and 

worthy one especially when you practice it on its philosopher. When 

I'm done with punishing the rascals I will find plenty of places to 

hide in this wide world. Is it possible that I could go through my 

1 ife with no past and pretend to forget Nabawiya' I El a lsh' and Ra I uf? 

If I could, I would be more relieved, more comfortable, and farther 

away from the gallows~ But that's no way; life isn't worth living until 

I do what I have to do. I will never forget the past, for the simple 

reason that it is the present to me. Tonight's adventure will be the 

best start for my work. It's going· to be worth my while. 

The.Nile ran like waves of darkness, covered with r~flected arrows 

of light from the lamps along the bank, while comfortable and absolute 

quietness covered everything. Then the stars reached close to the 

earth as dawn started to break. 

141 Abbas Bridge: A bridge named after Kbidaiw1 'Abbas, the Turkish 
ruler in Egypt. The bridge joins two large districts in Cairo, namely 
al-J1zah and al-R6dah. Old Egypt is on the opposite side of al-R6dah. 



He left the bench and stretched his arms. He walked by the bank, 

toward the place where he had come from a while before. He moved 

forward carefully, trying to avoid the dim lights which were still 

shining in the dawn. He slowed down when he saw the empty villa from 

its three sides. He watched the road sharply, its lands, the walls of 

the palaces, and the bank. His eyes settled on that palace. The 

pa 1 ace seemed to be sleepy, guarded by trees· which surrounded it on 

every side like ghosts. 

Treachery has been sleeping in an underserved quietness. It will 

be a great adventure and a definite answer to the deception of a whole 

lifetime. 

He crossed the road in a casual manner, without even looking 

around him. Then he walked by the wall of a side street while he 

examined what was ahead of him very carefully. When he was sure that 

the coast was clear, he bent over suddenly closer to the wall. He 

stopped walking when the jasmine and violet flowers hit him. If there 

was a dog in the palace except the owner himself, it would fill the 

air with its barking. But there was nothing but quietness. 
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Beware, Ra'uf . your disciple is coming to relieve you of some 

worldly goods. 

He climbed the wall gracefully, with ex_pert hands like a monkey's. 

Neither the trees nor their thick branches could stop him from getting 

into the house.· With his hands on the bars of the iron gate he pushed 

himself upward, depending on his own physical strength. Then, he. 

jumped into the garden and waited among the thick bushes until he was 

ab 1 e to breathe norma 'lly aga 'in. He watched the dark garden, thick with 

trees and bushes. 



You have to climb to the roof and from there you can make your 

way inside the house. You have neither.any tool nor a flashlight. 

You have no preconceived idea of the place. Nabawiya did not come 
I 

before you, as usual, to work there as a maid or washer woman. She 

is now busy with 'Ela1sh Sidrah. 

He frowned to get rid of such ideas. He carefully descended to 

the garden and crawled on his stomach toward the wall of the villa. 

86 

He moved around the villa until he found a water pipe~ which he climbed 

like an acrobat. His target was to reach the roof, but he changed his 

mind when he came across an open window, which he immediately decided 

to try. He pointed his legs toward that window until they reached its 

frame. He held steadfastly to the edge of the wall until his whole body 

rested on the window frame. Finally, he got himself inside a room 

which he believed to be a kitchen. It was pitch dark, which disturbed 

him. He tried hard to find his way to a door. He was expecting the 

darkness to be thicker inside and he was afraid to move, but he had to 

move on, especially when he dreamed of Ra'uf's wallet or when he imagined 

those antiques which he could steal. In the darkness he sneaked through 

the door with both hands on the wall to keep himself from falling down. 

After a long time he felt a breath of .fresh air blowing on his face. 

Where does this air come from? He turned with the inclination of the 

smooth wall. With outstretched arms and groping fingers he proceeded 

until he could feel the touch of crystal wires. As he touched them, 

they produced a hissing sound which made him cringe. 

It was just a curtain, no doubt; if that was a curtain, then he 

was close to his target. He then thought of the match box in his 

pocket, but without reaching for it, he drew the curtain just a little 
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bit to get into the room and then he put it back without making any 

noise. He moved a step forward before he knocked down a chair or 

something standing in his way. He tried to avoid it by following a dim 

night lamp which he hoped he could get closer to. It was as dark as a 

nightmare. For a moment he was thinking of using his matches, but 

before he was able to do such a thing the room was swimming in light 

that had been turned on by someone unknown to him. 

A floodlight overwhelmed him like fate. Unintentionally he closed 

his eyes and when he opened them there was.Ra'uf 'Elwan only two yards 

away from him in a long bathrobe in which he looked like a giant, with 

his hand tightly hidden in his pocket, as if he were hiding a weapon. 

Saeed thought that Ra'uf's cold look increased the coldness of his 

defeated heart. 

Ra'uf's tightly closed lips spelled hatred and hostility. The 

terrible silence was heavier and bulkier than the prison walls. 'Abu 

Rabbu, the jailer, could now gloat on him and say, 11 How quickly you 

come back! 11 

A cold metallic voice called from behind his back, "Should we 

call the pol ice? 11 

He looked behind his back and ~aw three of the servants standing 

still in one line, but Ra'uf broke the silence, 11 Get out and wait. 11 

After the door was closed behind them he suddenly realized that 

it was a wooden door with Arabian decoration, with the top covered with 

some Qur'an scripture, or a proverb or old saying written in inlaid 

coral. He looked back to Ra'uf to meet his angry look and to listen 

to his harsh voice. 



"It's foolish to try your tricks on me. I understand you as well 

as if I knew you by heart. 11 

He kept quiet, trying to wake up from the disappointing surprise, 

although he had a feeling that he was not going to be sent to the same 

jail from which he had just been released the day before. 

11 I was waiting for you, ready for you, I 1 ve even planned your way 

up to here. I had hoped I was mistaken, but mistaken I was not! 11 

Saeed looked under his feet where he saw a plastic mat. Without 

trying to break his silence, he looked up. 
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11 It 1 s useless, you won't get rid of your meanness and you'll die 

mean. The best thing for me to do now is to give you up to the police." 

His eyelids were twitched and his lips were nervously wide open. Ra'uf 

sharply asked him, "What are you here for? 11 

He looked down again; Ra 1 uf went on speaking. "You clearly show· 

your hatred. You've forgotten what I have done for you and live only 

on hatred and envy. I know your way of thinking as well as I know your 

moves! 11 

With his voice quiet and with his eyes looking down to the floor 

·Saeed said, "I'm still dizzy since I've left jail. 11 

Ra'uf interrupted him. 11 You 1 re a liar. Don't you try to deceive 

me. You think that I've become one of those rich peop1e I used to 

attack in my articles, and you decided to deal with me accordingly. 

11 It i s n 1 t that way. 11 

"Then why did you sneak into my house? Why do you want to rob me? 0 

Saeed hestitated for a moment before he replied. 11 I don 1 t know. 

I'm not in the right frame of mind. I know you won't believe me. 11 

"Of course I won't, because you know that you're a liar. My good 



words haven't convinced you. You really gave birth to your envy and 

your pride. Consequently, just as you used to, you moved like madness 

itself. You'll get what you've been looking for because you'll find 

yourself in jail once more. 11 

He replied as if in surrunder, 11 Exc·use me, I'm still in the mood 

of the prison and the time before. 11 
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"You have no excuse. I can read your mind, I've read every single 

sentence which came through that mind of yours, and seen your whole 

conception of me. Now it's time I give you up to the police. 11 

He stretched his hand in a begging gesture. "No. 11 

11 No? Don't you deserve it?" 

11 1 do, but please don't. 11 

Ra'uf said furiously, "If I lay my eyes on you again I will crush 

you like an insignificant ant. 11 

Saeed was about to find his way out to safety, but Ra'uf shouted 

at him, 11 Gi ve me back the money. 11 

He stopped for a moment and then he took the two five pound notes 

out of his pocket. Ra'uf took them and warned him, 11 Don't show me 

your face again. 11 

Saeed went back to the Nile bank, not believing that he was safe, 

but the re 1 i ef of safety was disturbed by h i.s fee 1 i ng of defeat. Under 

the wet dew of dawn he wondered that he could not remember the room he 

was caught in, nor could he see details in that room or anything but 

its polished floor. He surrendered himself to the mercy of the wet 

dawn, trying to console himself with the thought of the two five pound 

bills. Then, he looked up to the sky and was taken by the brightness 

of the stars at that time of dawn. 



Chapter V 

The few men in the Cafe stared at him incredulously. They all 

stood up together like one man. 

11 God keep you! 11 

11 By the prophet, it 1 s a lovely surprise. 11 

They all surrounded him, including the Mu 1 lim, the owner of the 

Cafe, and his apprentice. They embraced Saeed and kissed his cheeks. 

Saeed shook their hands one by one, appreciating their feelings and 

said, 11 Thank you, Mua 1 lim Tarazan. Thanks a lot brothers. 11 

11 When? 11 

11 The day before yesterday. 11 

11 When we heard the al- 1 E1d news our hopes were raised. 11 

11 Thank God. 11 

11 How about the rest of the boys? 11 

11 They are all right. Everything will come off well! 11 
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They exchanged news of the friends until the Mua 1 l im took him to 

his own corner and asked the rest of the crowd to go back to their 

seats. The Cafe was quiet again. Nothing had changed, as if he had 

left the place only yesterday--the ~ound room, the brass counter, the 

bamboo chairs, the few well known customers who were dispersed in the 

corners of the room drinking tea and striking business d~als. Through 

the big window and the door he saw the limitless pitch dark wilderness. 

Except for some intermittent laugh coming from a distance, everything 

else was quiet and silent. 

A refreshing dry draft, as pure and strong as the desert, blew 

between the door and the window. The boy waiter gave Saeed his cup of 

tea. He started to sip the tea before it got cold and leaned toward 



the Mua 1 lim, asking, 11 How is it .going?" 

Mua 1 lim Taraz~n dropped his lower lip, as if to show his 

dissatisfaction~ 11 It 1 s hard to find anybody to depend on nowadays!" 

11 Why? God forbid! 11 

11 They are as lazy as government employees. 11 

He replied in a mocking tone, 11 Anyway, to be a lazy one is far 

better than to be a traitor. Because of a traitor I 1 ve been sent to 

jail, Mua 1 l im Tarazan. 11 

11 0h, God have mercy! 11 

With piercing eyes, he inquired, 11 You mean you haven 1 t heard the 

news? 11 

Sadly the Mua 1 lim shook his head, but he kept quiet. Saeed then 

whispered. 11 I need a good gun!" 
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Without any hestitation Mua 1 lim Tarazan agreed, "At your disposal. 11 

He patted his shoulder to show his gratitude before he went on, a 

little embarrassed, 11 But I don 1 t have . II 

The Mua 1 lim then crossed his mouth with his large finger to stop 
• 

him reproachfully, 11 You needn't apologize! 11 

Relieved, Saeed drank his tea and walked up to a window. At the 

window, he stood upright with his medium tall, thin, strong body. The 

air blew his jacket open like a sail. He looked into the pitch dark 

stretch of wilderness. The stars in the clear sky looked like grains 

of sand. The Cafe seemed an island in a big ocean or a plane in the 

sky. Down the hill on which the Cafe was built the red ends of 

cigarettes were moving like stars in the hands of men who were fond of 

the fresh air and sitting in the darkness. At the west horizon, the 
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lights of the al-'Abbasiya15 sections seemed so far away that one could 

feel how deeply inside the desert the Cafe was. When he looked down 

through the window he heard the voices of the men sitting around the 

hill, the voices of those who came to the desert seeking the fresh air 

and relaxation. The waiter of the Cafe ~ent down to them with a water 

pipe on top of which red pieces of burning coal sent flickering flames. 

Happy laughter in the crowd interrupted the.conversation. 

A young voice, seemingly enjoying the evening talk, rang out. 

11 If I could only find one place on earth in which one feels secure and 

relaxed?" 

Another challenging voice answered, "This palce. Doesn't one 

feel secure here, right now?" 

"You say now, that is the tragedy. 11 

11 Why do we curse anxiety and fear? Won't these keep us from 

thinking of our future, at the end?" 

"Then you are against peace and decency!" 

"If you have the noose around your neck, then you naturally fear 

decency. 11 

"This is a special case that could be solved between you and the 

hangman. 11 

"You just talk very happily because you.'re protected by the desert 

and the darkness, but what is the use of all this as long as you're 

going to get batk to the city anyway?" 

"The real tragedy is that our enemy is also our friend at the same 

time. 11 

15 -al-'Abbasiya: A very large and famous section in Cairo. 
Mahfouz, the author was born there. al-'Abbasiya is the setting of 
mo~t o+ Mahfo~z' novels and short stories. . . 
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''No, the rea 1 tragedy is that our friend is our enemy." 

11 We are cowards, vJhy don't we admit it?" 

"Maybe, but how could we have the courage in this age? 11 

"Courage is courage. 11 

"And death is death." 

"Then the darkness and the desert are all in this together." 

What talk in the night! vJhat do they mean? But you feel that 

somehow they are expressing what you feel. Yes, somehow, but very 

mysteriously, like the secrets of this dark night. 

You, too, used to have courage and a heart drunk with enthusiasm. 
I 

The weapon was to fight the enemy with, not to kill. Behind this hill 

there were some young people in poor and torn clothes, but with a clear 

conscience, practicing how to fight. The inhabitant of villa no. 18 

was at their head. He was with them, practicing and teaching and givfog 

them wisdom. "Saeed Mahran, the pistol is more important than the loaf 

of bread, or the religious Suf1 rituals you used to follow your father 

to. 11 One night he asked you, "Saeed, what does a youth need in this 

country?" and then he replied without waiting for your reply, "He 

·needs both a pistol and a book. The pistol will take care of the past, 

while the book will take care of the future. Practice shooting and 

read." Laughing at the students• residence, he said, ''You stole? 

Have you really stolen? Bravo! This is a good way to relieve the 

rich people of some of their burdens; it's a legal job, no doubt. This 

desert has witnessed your skill and your intelligence. They have said 

that you are death itself, and that your bullet always knows its way to 

the target. 11 

He closed his eyes, surrendering himself to the fresh air when he 



felt a hand on his shoulder. He looked back and saw Mu'lim Tarazan 

with the gun in his other hand saying, 11 God willing, your enemy will 

suffer! 11 

Saeed took the gun, looked at it and examined it. He asked, "How 

much, Mu 1 l im?" 

11 A gift. 11 

11 No, what I hope for is that you give me time to pay you back." 

"How many bullets do you need?" 
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They went back to al-Mu 1 lim 1 s corner. When they passed the Cafe 1 s 

main entrance they heard a sharp female laugh coming from outside. 

Mu'lim Tarazan laughed and said, "Noor. Don't you remember her? 11 

Saeed looked at the darkness through the door and saw nothing. 

He asked, "Does she still come here?" 

"Frenquently. She will be pleased to see you." 

"She got herself someone? 11 

"Of course, a little boy, the son of the owner of a candy factory." 

When they took their seats on the sofa Tarazan called the waiter, 

"Ask Noor very politely to come here." 

So, let her come so that you can see how was it going with her. 

She hopelessly tried to get your love. Your heart which was completely 

owned by the traitor. There is nothing harder for a heart than to 

wish the love of an impenetrable heart; it is the same as when the 

nightingale talks to a stone, or as when the breath of air tickles a 

solid piece of iron. He even used to give her gifts to Nabawiya 1 Ela1sh 

He touched the gun which was still in his pocket and he started 

biting his lips and grinding his teeth. Then Noor appeared at the 

door, not expecting the surprise awaiting her. When she saw him she 



stood some steps away from him, very surprised. He looked at her 

casually and smiled. She looked thinner than before, and her face was 

completely hidden by heavy makeup. Her bare arms and legs extended 

from a white dress, alluring and enticing. Th~ dress was tight on her 

unashamed body, spelling desire. Her short hair playfully spread in 

the air. She went up to him quickly; their hands elapsed. She said, 

"Thank God for your safety." She laughed nervously to hid her 

embarrassment. Then she sat down between Mu'lim Tarazan and Saeed. 

"How are you, Noor?" 

Tarazan smiled and answered, "She is as you can see her, light . 
and bright, (Noor and Noor). 1116 

The woman said, "I'm fine, and you? Your health is satisfactory, 

but your eyes? I know you when you 1 re angry. 11 

He smiled and asked, "How?" 

"I don't know how to say it, a reddish look, and a warning moving 

between your lips." 
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He laughed and then told her sadly, "Your boyfriend will come soon 

to get you." 

She shook her head to remove a 1 ock of hair over her eyes, "He 

can't make heads or tails of anything." 

"Anyway, you have to go with him. 11 

She looked at him cunningly and asked, "Do you want me to bury 

him in the sand?" Then with some care, "I heard he's quite a catch!" 

"Yes, he is. We'll go in his car to the Martyrs' tomb. He's fond 

of the desert places." 

16Her name means light and she is bright. 



She did not miss his look of attention and care when he asked, 

as if he was talking to himself, 11 He is fond of deserted places, at 

the Martyrs' tomb?" 

Her eyelids moved and her disturbance increased when their eyes 

. met. She asked reproachfully, 11 See, you don't think of me! 11 

He answered almost without paying attention to her tone, 11 Why? 

You are very dear to me. 11 

11 No, you're thinking of that catch!" 

He smiled and said, 11 He 1 s part of my thinking of you!" 

11 I '11 be lost if I 1 m discovered. His father is a strong man and 

his relatives are so many. Do you need money?" 

"My need for a car is greater. 11 He stood up as he playfully 

pinched her cheek. 

11 Be very casual, nothing of what you feel will happen. You won't 

be suspected; I'm not a child. Later on we will see each other more 

often than you can imagine. 11 
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Chapter VI 

He avoided the road that was close ·to the barracks and took the 

desert as a short cut toward the Martyrs 1 tomb in order to reach it as 

soon as possible. He knew his way as if he had a compass installed in 

his mind. He was very familiar with the a 1- 1 Abbasi ya desert. He 

started to look for the hidden car the moment he saw the huge tomb from 

a distance. He went around the tomb with his eyes wide open in order 

to find what he was seeking, until he reached its western side curve, 

where he saw the car 1 s skeleton lying there at some distance, like a 

ghost. He went toward the car. He doubled over until his head leveled 

with his knees. He crept toward the car, but he could not hear a 

thing, only silence frequently interrupted by whispering voices. 

A happy heart is about to be terrified, and a time of pleasure is 

about to be destroyed, but it's not through any fault of yours. 

Disruption overwhelms us all like the dome of heaven. In the old days 

Ra'~f 1 Elwan once said that we always mean well, but we lack discipline. 

He almost crawled to get nearer and nearer to the car, until he 

reached the door knob and felt the warm breath of people inside the 

car. With some power he held the qoor knob tightly and then he drew 

the door open shouting, 11 Don 1 t move! 11 

Surprised, the two in the car started. He noticed the two heads 

looking at .him terrified, but he waved his hand with the gun and 

shouted savagely, 11 Don 1 t move or I 1 l l shoot. Get out. 11 

He heard Noor's voice begging, 11 For God's sakeJ!1 

The other asked in a choked voice, as if it were coming through 

sand and stones, 11 What ... What do you rant, pl ease? 11 



"Get out. 11 

Noor then threw her body outside the car, catching her clothes in 

one. pile; the youth followed, was trying to get into his trousers. 

Confused, Saeed did not give him enough time as he pushed the gun 

close to him. The youth was crying and begging, "Don't, Don't ... 

Don't shoot!" 

With his rough, commanding voice Saeed said, "The money. 11 

11 The coat is inside. 11 

He pushed Noor inside the car, "You get into the car. 11 

It was a hard push that made Noor scream. She repeated, "Please, 

let me go . 11 

11 Get that coat. 11 

He took the coat and threw it back over the boy after taking the 

wallet. He ordered him, "You've one minute to save your skin." 

The boy ran away in the dark like 1 i ghtni ng while Saeed threw 

himself into the car and started the engine. The car moved forward 

noisily. Noor finished dressing and said, 11 I was really frightened, 

as if I were not expecting you. 11 

He replied while the car was going at a terrifying speed, "Have 

a drink? 11 

She gave him a bottle from which he took only one sip and gave it 

back to her. She did the same and said, "Poor boy, he was terrified." 

98 

"Don't trouble me about it; I don't like the owners of factories. 11 

She leaned back as she said, significantly, "The truth is that you 

don't lave anybody." 

He had no desire to talk with her and so he kept silent. It 

looked as if the car was going to al-'Abbasiya, so she begged, 



"They wi 11 see me with you. 11 

He was thinking the same thing, so he took a back road that ends 

in al-Darrasah. He slowed down a little before he said, 11 I went to 

Taraz~n's Cafe to get a gun and to make a deal, if possible, with any 

of my old friends, the taxi drivers, but look how good luck threw this 

car my way. 11 

"Don't you see that I'm always useful?'~ 

"Always. You've been wonderful. Why don't you work as an 

actress?" 

"But I was really frightened at first. 11 

"And then?" 

11 ! hope I was convincing so that I won 1 t be suspected." 

11 He would have to be crazy to suspect anyone. 11 

Her head moved toward him and then she asked him, 11 Why do you 

need the gun and the car? 11 

"They are necessary for my work." 

11 My God. When.were you released from prison?" 

11 The day before yesterday. 11 

"And you think of such a thing again? 11 

11 Is it easy for you to change your profession? 11 

She did not answer. She looked at the dark road glittering with 

car lights. They approached the mountain at the curve. It was a part 

of the pitch dark night. 

11 Do you know how sad I was when I knew you went to jail? 11 

11 How sad? 11 

With some anger, "When do you stop being .sarcastic? 11 

11 But I'm very serious, just as I'm sure of your truthful heart. 11 
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Why the insistance on this talk of hearts? Ask her, the traitor,. 

ask the dogs and ask the girl who denied me. 

11 Some day, we'll be lucky enough to find it. 11 

11 Where do you intend to spend the night? Does your wife know 

where you are? 11 

11 1 don't think so. 11 

11 Are you going to your house? 11 

11 1 don 1 t think so, not tonight anyway. 11 

She said hopefully, 11 Come to my place. 11 

11 You live alone? 11 

11 Najm a l-D1n Street, just behind Bab a 1-Nas r Cemetery .i1 

11 No number? 11 

11 It 1 s the only house in that street. Beneath it there is a sack 

cloth agency and behind it is the cemetery. 11 

Saeed laughed and said, 11 What a splendid location. 11 

She joined him in his laugh. 11 Nobody knows me in there and I've 

not been visited there by anyone. You 1 ll be the first man to get into 

it. My apartment is on the upper floor. 1·1 

She waited for his reply, but he was busy looking at the road, 

which got narrower between the mountain and the houses, starting at 

Sheikh 'Al1 al-Jinaid1 1 s house. Then he pulled the car over to the 

entrance of al-Darrasah and turned to her, 11 This is a good spot for 

you to get 'out of the car. 11 

11 Aren 1 t you coming with me? 11 

11 I 1 ll come later. 11 

11 Where do you go at this time of night? 11 
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11 Go right now to the police station and tell them what happened, 

to the letter, as if you had nothing to do with it. Then give them 

my description, but give them a different description; say white, fat, 

with a trace of a scar in his right cheek. Tell them that I have 

kidnapped you, stolen your things, and raped you. 

"Raped me?" 

In spite of her remakr he went on very seriously, 11 And say that 

it took place in the Zainhom Desert, and that I have thrown you out 

of the car and gone away with it. 11 

11 Are you really going to come to my place? 11 

"Yes, this I promise. Are you going to be as good an actress in 

the police station as you were in it? 11 

"God willing!" 

"So long now. 11 Then he drove away fast. 



Chapter VI I 

To kill Nabawiya and 1 Ela1sh together is the peak of success. 

Moreover, the most successful thing is to get it over with, to kill 

Ra'iif 1 Elwan. Then the big runaway, to escape abroad if possible. 

But who will take care of Sana'? The thorn which is planted in my 
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heart. You follow your impulse, not your mind. You have to wait very 

long, set a plan for your action, and then attack like an eagle. It 

is no use to wait now, because you are pursued. Yes, you are, since 

it is known that you have been released from prison, and the search 

will be increased after the car incident, although the wallet of the 

factory owner's son contains only a few pounds; this is also bad luck. 

If you do not strike fast, soon everything will collapse. But who 

will take care of Sana'? The thorn which is planted in my heart, my 

beloved daughter, in spite of her denial of me. Should I forget all 

about your mother just for your own sake? I want an answer right now. 

In utter darkness he was going around the house which was located 

on the three alleys leading to Sekkat al-Emam Alley. The car was 

parked at the end of the road which came from the direction of the 

castle square. It seemed that nobody had expected him, because the 

shops and sotres were closed and the road was clear. 

At this hour every creature goes to his little place, not 

expecting anyone to ~ry him, or maybe he is taking precaution; but 

he, Saeed, will not change his mind, even if Sana' lives alone for the 

rest of her life. Treachery is so ugly, Mr. Ra 1 uf. 

With his hand in his pocket tightly on the gun, he looked at the 

house's windows. 
\ 



Treason is ugly, 1 Ela1sh. In order for life to be clear and 

pure one must uproot treason. 

He approached the house door with his body close to the wall. 
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He entered and climbed the stairs very carefully. In complete darkness 

he passed the first floor, the second floor, and the third one. 

Here is the door, behind which the meanest intentioned lust 

surges. But who is going to open it if he knocks at it? Will 

Nabawiya come? Does the informer hide somewhere in there? Fire is 

waiting for the criminals, even if he has to force the door open. 

He has to get to work, to work at once, because it is not for 1 Ela1sh 

Sidrah to breathe even for a whole day while Saeed Mahran is still 

free. 

You will escape safely, as you have done hundreds of times. As 

you climb the building in seconds and as you jump from the third floor, 

you will get safely to the gound, and you can fly if you wish. To 

knock at the door seems a matter of great importance, although it 

will raise suspicion, especially at this time of the night. Nabawiya 

will scream until the whole world hears her; the rascals will come and 

the informer will appear as well. Then break the fanlight down. 

That ~as the idea he had in mi~d in th~ car, on_ his way to the 

house far away from here. Now he decided to go through .with that plan. 

He took the gun out of his pocket and used it to strike the fanlight 

through the zigzag iron bars. The glass broke to pieces and spread 

all over the place, making a loud noise like that of a hoarse scream 

in the silence of night. He got nearer to the door and pointed his 

gun into the interior of the house. He waited with a beating heart, 

his eyes diving into the darkness of the hall. A voice from within 
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shouted "Who is it?" It was a man's voice, the voice of 'Ela1sh Sidrah. 

He could distinguish the voice very clearly. A door was opened at the 

left side and a narrow light came out, illuminating a ghost of a man 

who was proceeding towards the door. Saeed then pulled the trigger 

and a bullet went to the target like the scream of a devil. In return, 

the man screamed and fell to the floor. Nabawiya 'ElaTsh gave a sharp, 

terrified, scream that asked for help. He shouted at her. 

"Your turn will come. There is no escape from me, I'm the devil 

himself. 11 

He turned back to run away and jumped the steps without paying 

any attention to them until he reached the basement. He stopped for 

a moment to listen, and then went rapidly through the door and walked 

quietyly, close to the wall. He heard some windows being opened, 

voices inquiring, and some mysterious calls. He approached the car 

parked at the end of the road, opened its door and got in. At this 

moment he saw a policeman running from the direction of the square 

toward Sekkal al-Emam Alley. He squatted on the car's floor to hide 

himself. The policeman continued running toward the direction from 

·which the screams were coming, but Saeed stayed still in his hiding 

place until he was sure the policeman had gone away. Saeed got up 

very carefully behind the wheel and drove quietly away without any 

delay. He drove around the square at normal speed while the noise 

kept following him. The noise got on his nerves even after it ceased 

disturbing his ears. 

The murderer. There was Ra'uf 1 Elwan, the well-versed traitor 

who is more important and dangerous than 1 ElaTsh. Now you put an end 

to insignificant lives; while you used to steal valuable objects. 
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Your turn wi 11 come Nabawiya, there is no escape from me. I 1 m the 

devil himself. For the sake of Sana' I spared your life; I'll inflict 

another kind of punishment upon you, much more severe than death; it 

is the fear of death, the eternal fear, Nabawiya. You will never 

taste relaxation and comfort as long as I live. 

Still, with no consciousness as to where he was heading, the car 

ran into Muhammad 1 Al1 Street. 

Now many people will mention and repeat the name of the murder; 

consequently the murderer has to disappear, and he has to avoid, as 
- 17 much as he can, the noose around his neck. Don't give 'Eshmawi the 

chance to ask you: 11 What do you want before you die? 11 The government 

must be generous to ask such a question in a better occasion. 

He woke up to realize that the car was crossing the last quarter 

of al-Jaish Street, towards al-'Abbisiya. It disturbed him to find 

himself getting back to the danger spot. He speeded up until he 

approached Manshiyat al-Bakr1, where he stopped by the first detour in 

the main street. He left the car there quietly, without even looking 

right or left. He walked very slowly, as if he were promenading, then 

·he felt numb, and a severe sharp pain overcame him, as if in reaction 

to the mental effort he had been through. 

You have no place to go now, not ever. Noor? It is too dangerous 

to go to her, especially tonight. The police are surely going to 

search everywhere and suspect everybody. The darkness must extend to 

eternity. 

171 Eshmawi: The name of the most famous hangman in Egypt. His 
name became, and still is, a horrible legend in Egypt. Nowadays, the 
name automati ca·11y refers to any hangman. 
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Chapter VIII 

He pushed the Sheikh's door open and entered, then closed it 

behind him. He found himself in the open yard, where he saw the 

towering palm tree piercing the sky, reaching the stars. He whispered 

to himself, "What a good hiding place!" He went quietly to the Shiekh's 

dark room which was open all night long and all day long, as if it were 

waiting for his return. He heard the Sheikh's voice murmuring some

thing of which only the word "God" was clear. He went on murmuring as 

if he did not feel, or he did not want to feel his being there. Saeed 

sat down beside his books in a corner. Very tired he sat on the mat 

with his suit, tennis shoes, and gun. He stretched his legs and leaned 

on his arms with his head thrown backwards. 

A very busy mind, like a bee hive, but is there a way out? You 

long to listen to the sound of the bullet again, or to Nabawiya's 

screams. You want to feel happy because you did not hear even one 

scream from Sana'. You better say "Assalamu 'Alaikum1118 to the Sheikh, 

but you are unable to produce a sound. A sudden·feeling of inability; 

and you thought that you were going to sleep like a dead man the moment 

your skin touched the ground. 

When does this strange man go to sleep? But the peculiar man was 

heard singing in a loud voice, "Love denied me, until I revealed it." 

With a voice which seemed to fill the whole room the Sheikh cried, "The 

eyes of their hearts were open, and the eyes of their heads were closed." 

18Assalarnu 'Alaikum: Peace be upon you. It is the common greeting 
among Muslims. 



He smiled amid his pains, and said to himself, 11 That 1 s why he 

doesn't feel my presence; but even I do not feel my own presence. 11 

Suddenly the voice calling for prayer swam over the quiet waves 
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of the Nile. He remembered a night which he spent awake until dawn to 

listen to the prayer caller. Eager to e·xperience a promised pleasure, 

he got up to pray. He couldn't remember anything about it anymore. 

VEry pleased to be relieved from a painful sleep, he looked through the 

window at the blue color of dawn and the smile of the east. He rubbed 

his hands, very pleased for the happiness to come. That is why he is 

fond of dawn, its 1ure, the blue color, the smile, and the forgotten 

happiness. 

Here it is the dawn once more, but out of exhaustion he can 1 t 

even move, nor can he move his gun. The Sheikh was getting ready to 

pray as he turned the gas lamp on paying no attention to Saeed's 

presence. He spread the prayer carpet and took his stand on it and 

inquired, 11 Aren 1 t you going to perform dawn prayer? 11 

He was too exhausted to be able to answer. The Sheikh started to 

pray. 

Soon, Saeed went to sleep and he had a drea~. He dreamed of the 

prison, of guards whipping him in spite of his good conduct. He did 

not sho~ any resistance or pride, but just cried. He dreamed that 

immediately after the whipping they gave him milk to drink. Then he 

dreamt of Sana' whipping Ra 1 uf 1 Elwan under the staircase. He heard 

verses of the Qur 1 an being recited and was sure that someone had died. 

He dreamed of himself in a car, unable to move on because of a 

temporary snag, being chased by unknown people. He was forced to 

shoot in the four directions. Ra'uf 'Elwan suddenly emerged from the 



car radio and held his wrist before he was able to shoot. He gripped 

Saeed 1 s hand so hard that he was able to take the gun away. 

Saeed Mahran cried, 11 Kill me if you want, but my daughter is 

innocent. She wasn't the one who shipped you under the staircase. 

It was her mother Nabawiya who did it, urged on by 1 Ela1sh Sidrah. 11 
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He quickly mixed with the group of men, headed by Sheikh Jinaid1, 

performing Sut1 rituals. He wanted to hide himself from those who 

were chasing him. The Sheikh did not recognize him and asked, 11 Who 

are you and how did you get here? 11 

He answered that he was Saeed Mahran, son of his old follower, 

Sheikh Mahran. He reminded the Sheikh of the palm tree, its dry 

fruit, and the good old days. The Sheikh asked him to produce his 

identity card. Astonished, Saeed said that a follower of the Sheikh 

needs no identity card. Before the faith, the upright and the sinner 

are equal. The Sheikh replied that he wanted to make sure that he is 

a sinner, because he does not like upright people. He offered him his 

gun, saying that each missing bullet meant a person murdered. The 

Sheikh insisted on seeing his identification card, saying that govern-

ment regulations were strict on this point. Saeed wondered why the 

government should interfere in the faith. The Sheikh said that the 
I 

whole procedure was suggested by the great Mr. Ra'uf 1 El.wan, who was 

nominated for the post of Chief Sheikh. Saeed wondered again, and 

said that Ra 1 uf was simply a traitor who thought only of crime. The 

Sheikh assured him that this was the reason why Ra'uf was chosen for 

the great post. He promised to introduce a new interpretation of the 

holy Qur 1 an, including all the possibilities of material gains for all 

people, each according to his purchasing power. The revenue of this 
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enterprise should be used in establishing arms clubs, hunting clubs, 

and suicide clubs. Saeed said he was ready to assume the post of 

treasurer in the new administration. Ra'uf 'Elwan would testify to his 

honesty as a former intelligent disciple. At this point, the Sheikh 

recited the 11 al-Fath 1119 verses from the Qur'an. Lamps were hung on the 

palm tree trunk. The singer cried out, "People of Egypt, congratula

tions, you have al-~ussain, 1120 

He opened his eyes to see a red world without meaning or signifi-

cance. Then he saw the Sheikh sitting quietly in a clean white 

clothes with a turban. As Saeed was waking up, the Sheikh looked 

quietly at him. Saeed got up quickly and looked at the Sheikh. 

The Sheikh said, "It's afternoon now and you haven't had a bit 

to eat. 11 

Saeed looked at the small round window and then looked again at 

the Sheikh exclaiming, 11 Afternoon! 11 

"Yes, 1 said to myself let him sleep. If God so wills. He may 

guide his steps even during his sleep. 11 

Saeed got worried and wondered whether anybody had seen him during 

his sleep all day long. 

''During my sleep I felt many people coming in. 11 

11 You felt nothing. However, somebody c::ame with dinner, another 

1911 al-Fath 11 : 11 The Victory." 
Qur'an (by Sheikh 'Al1 in Saeed's 
of the Muslim society. 

These verses recited from the 
dream) deal with the organization 

20 -
al-~ussain: One of two grandsons of Prophet Mu~ammad, a brave 

man and a great thinker. His mother is Fatma, Muhammad's most 
beloved daughter. 



came to clean the place, water the cactus and palm trees as well as 

to prepare the yard for receiving the followers! 11 

Saeed asked with deep interest, 11 When do they come, master? 11 

11 At sunset. When did you come? 11 

11 At dawn. 11 

A moment of silence passed, and then the Sheikh, wiping his 

beard, said, 11 You are very unhappy my son.'' 

Worried, Saeed asked, 11 Why?" 
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11 You have slept for a long time, but you can't settle down, just 

like an infant under the burning sun, unable to walk, yearning for the 

shade. Have you learned how to walk yet?" 

Saeed said as he rubbed his bloodshot eyes, 11 It's so disturbing 

to be seen asleep." 

The Sheikh said reluctantly, 11 When you are unaware of things, 

thin gs a re unaware of you." 

He felt the gun in his pocket and wondered what the Sheikh would 

do if he pointed it at him? Would it disturb his provocative composure? 

The Sheikh asked again, 11 Are you hungry?" 

"No." 

A faint shadow of a smile glittered in his eyes, "Only if you feel 

the need for God will you feel rich." 

11 If. 11 Then in a sarcastic tone, 11 Master, what would you do if 

you're plagued with a wife like mine, or denied by your daughter, as 

I was by mine?" 

An expression of sympathy showed in the eyes of the Sheikh. He 

said, "God controls people's destiny, and a creature has only to obey." 

Shut up before you betray youself. You want to come out with it 
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all. He may not need your confession. He might have seen your shoot-

ing, he might have seen even more. 

A voice cried out under the small round window selling the Abu 

al-Hoal newspaper. He got up quickly, looked through the window, ---
extended his hand with a piaster to buy the newspaper, and came back 

to where he was sitting. He forgot everything about the Sheikh; he 

fixed his eyes on a big black headline: 

Terrible crime Et Qul'ah. 

nothing. It is another crime? 

He devoured the lines, but understood 

But there was his photograph, 

Nabawiya's photograph, and 'Ela1sh's. But who is that victim in a 

pool of blood? His whole story was spelled out before his eyes, a 

scandal spread out like the summer's winds; the man who got out of jail 

to find that his wife married one of his followers. 

But wo is the victim lying in a pool of blood? He understood 

nothing and read the whole piece of news again. The murdered, the 

man whom he has never seen before. Read again. 'Ela1sh and Nabawiya 

left their house on the very same day he went to visit them "in the 

presence of the informer and the assistant. Another family moved into 

the apartment, maybe after purchasing the lease. · The voice he heard 

was not 'Eal1sh's voice, nor was it Nabawiya's. The body which fell 

belonged to Sha'b~n ijussain, the clerk at the haberdasher shop in 

Mahammad 'Al1 Street. 

Saeed Mahran had come to kill his wife and his old friend, but 

instead he killed the new tenant, Sha'b~n ~ussain. A neighbor of 

'Ela1sh testified that he saw Saeed leaving the house after the crime 

was committed, and that he told the policeman, but his voice was not 

heard amidst the turmoil that engulfed the whole street. 



What a crazy defeat, what a useless crime! He will be chased to 

the gallows while 1 Eal1sh rests secure. This is the naked truth, 

shockingly revealed, as from an uncovered tomb. 
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He wrenched his eyes out of the newspaper only to see Sheikh 1 Al1 

al-Jinaid1 looking at the sky through the small round window and 

smiling. Somehow, the Sheikh's smile frightened him. He felt an urge 

to stand by the Sheikh's side in order to see what there was in the sky 

to make him smile, but he did not translate this urge into action. 

Let the Sheikh smile if he so desires, let him know his secret, 

but soon enough the followers will come. Some of them who have seen 

his photograph in the paper may recognize him. Thousands and thousands 

are now looking at his photograph with a feeling of strange pleasure. 

He killed him uselessly, and will be chased for the rest of his life. 

Alone, he has to be aware even of his reflection in the mirror. A 

real death, and life is like a stuffed body; he will have to run from 

one hole to another, like a mouse threatened by poison, cats, and the 

clubs of the disgusted. All this is bound to happen while his enemies 

are happy and gay. 

The Sheikh turned to him and said tenderly, 11 You are tired. 

·Get up and wash your face. 11 

Folding the newspaper, he said impatiently, 11 Don 1 t worry, I'm 

going. 

The Sheikh said even more tnederly, 11 This is your shelter. 11 

11 Yes, but why couldn't I have another shelter? 11 

The Sheikh nodded and said, 11 If you had another shelter you 

wouldn't have come to me. 11 

Go to the mountain until darkness envelopes the earth. Avoid 
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light and enjoy darkness. A useless effort you have made when you 

killed Sha 1 ban ~ussain. Who are you Sha 1 ban, anyway? I don't know 

you and you don't know me. Do you have any children? Did it ever 

cross your mind that one day you would be killed by someone you didn't 

know? Did it ever cross your mind that one day you will be needlessly 

killed just because Nabawiay Suliman has married 1 Ela{sh Sidrah? And 

to be killed by mistake while 1 Eal1sh, Nabawiay, or Ra'uf are still 

alive. And me, the murderer doesn't understand anything. I wanted 

to solve part of the riddle, only to be confronted with a more 

mysterious one. He heaved a loud sigh. 

The Sheikh said again, "You are very exhausted." 

"And your world is very exhausting. 11 

The Sheikh said with great satisfaction, 11 We say that sometimes. 11 

He got up as he was about to go, "Farewell my lord." 

The Sheikh said protestingly, "Farewell is a meaningless word, 

you should say good-bye. 11 
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Chapter IX 

What darkness! Turn to a bat, that is better for you. And this 

fatty smell that sneaks from the door of one of the apartments at this 

hour of the night! When will Noor come back? Will she be alone? 

Should I stay at her house until I forget? Maybe you think that you 

have gotten rid of me forever, Ra 1 uf? With this gun I can do beautiful 

things, on the condition that destiny does not stand against me. With 

it I can also wake those who are asleep, because they are the cause of 

my misery. They have created Nabawiya 1 Eal1sh, and Ra 1 uf 1 Elwan. He 

thought that he heard footsteps coming up the stairs, and then he 

made sure of that by looking down the staircase. He saw a dim light 

emanating from a match, moving very slowly along the walls. Heavy, 

slow footsteps approached. He decided to make her aware of his 

presence iri order to avoid a sudden surprise. He coughed. She asked 

in a terrified voice: 11 Who is it? 11 

He looked down with .his head bent as low as possible and said in 

a whisper, 11 Saeed Mahran. 11 

She hurried up to him breathlessly and caught his arms with great 

pleasure. Happily, though still breathless, she said, 11 How ashamed 

I am to keep you waiting; have you waited for long? 11 

She opened the door and went in, puliing on his arm. When she 

turned a gas lamp on there appeared an empty, small triangular entrance. 

With him following her, she turned to a side room whose electric lamp 

showed its medium size and its square beams. She flung open the window· 

to allow fresh air in. He threw himself on one of the sofas and 

complained, 11 ! came here at midnight and waited until my hair turned 

white. 11 
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She took her seat on the other sofa after she cast aside some 

ready made clothes and a heap of rags. She said, 11 As a matter of fact 

I had no hope that you would come. 11 

Their exhausted eyes met. He smiled to conceal his unmoved 

emotions. 11 Even after my solemn promise? 11 

A faint smile showed on her face and she did not answer. After 

a moment of silence, she said, 11 They questioned me to death at the 

police station yesterday. Where is the car? 11 

As he was taking off his coat and throwing it aside, showing a 

grey shirt covered with dust and sweat, he replied, 11 It was wise to 

get rid of it. They will find it and take it back to.its owner, as 

a government should do when it takes the side of some thieves regard

less of others. 11 

Terribly worried, she continued, 11 What did you do with it 

yesterday? 11 

11 As a matter of fact, nothing at all, and you will know all about 

it when the time comes. 11 

Breathing deeply, he looked toward the window and said, 11 North 

·side, I believe, brings in fresh air! 11 

11 A desert until you get to Bab al-Nasr. Here is the cemetery. 11 

He smiled and said, 11 That 1 s why its air is not rotten. 11 

She looked at you with eager eyes while you were terribly bored. 

Instead of consolation you would remember only being stabbed in your 

pride. 

Noor, coming back to her original subject, said, 11 You waited on 

the stairs for a long time? I 1 m really very sorry. 11 

He examined her with a mysterious look and said, 11 I will be 



your guest for a long time.'' 

Happily, she raised her head, saying, "Stay for the rest of your 

life if you wish!" 

He looked at the window and smiled, "Until I move in at the 

neighbors." 

As if she never heard him, she inquired, "Your relatives, don't 

they take care of you? 11 

"I have no relatives," said he, looking at his tennis shoes, "I 

have no relatives!" 

"I mean your wife?" 

She means pain and madness and the wasted bullets. She wants an 

admission which hurts his pride, but she will find out that opening 
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a closed heart is getting harder, but lying will not do as long as the 

newspapers spell out the scandal. 

11 I said I have no relatives." 

You are thinking of what I mean and your face shows how pleased 

you are. I hate such pleasure and now I can see that old age shows 

under your eyes. 

"Divorced?" she asked. 

Bored, he waved and said, "I was forced to divorce her when I was 

in jail, but let's put this conversation aside. 11 

She angrily said, "She's a pig. For a man like you one can wait 

for a long time, even if your sentence was twenty-five years of hard 

labor. 11 

What a cunning woman. A·man like me does not like flattery. 

Beware flattery. How bad it really is to waste the bullets in the 

chests of the innocent. 



11 The truth is that I 1 ve neglected her very much. 11 

11 Anyway, she is a woman who does not deserve you. 11 
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She said the truth. Not any woman. But she is full of youth and 

activity whi1e you are staggering towards the end. One Qlow and you 

will be off. Deep in my heart, I have only pity for you. 

11 Nobody should feel my presence in here, 11 he said. 

She assured him, as if she felt she was certain of possessing 

him forever, 11 With me, you are very safe. 11 Then begging him, 11 Have 

you done something serious? 11 

Carelessly he shrugged his shoulders, but she stood up and said, 

11 ! will set a table for you; I have food and drink. Do you remember 

how rough you were with me in the past? 11 

11 I did not have time for love. 11 

She looked at him reproachfully. 11 Is there anything more 

important than that? I used to tell myself that maybe your heart was 

made of stone. Nevertheless no one was as sad as I was for your 

imprisonment. 11 

11 Tht is why I came to you. 11 

But she said, uneasily, "You have met me by chance, and maybe you 

have completely forgotten me. 11 

He deliberately frowned, asking, 11 Do you think that I will not be 

able to find myself another place? 11 

She was afraid that he might get angry, so she took his two 

cheeks in her hands apologizing. 11 I have forgotten that the guard does 

not allow the zoo visitors to.touch the lion. I 1 m sorry, but how warm 

your face is, and your beard is so rough. What do you think of a cold 

shower? 11 
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He welcomed the idea with a smile. 

11 To the bathroom, 11 she said. 11 When you get out you will find 

the table already set for you; we will eat in the bedroom. It is 

prettier than this room, but it also overlooks the cemetery, just like 

this does. 11 
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Chapter X 

What a great number of graves! They spread out reaching the 

horizon, the hands up in a gesture of surrender, as if nothing can 

really threaten them. The city of silence and truth, the place \'1here 

success and failure, the murderer and the murdered are all together at 

the same time. The place where thieves and policemen lay peacefully 

side by side for the first and the last time. It seems that Noor's 

snoring will never cease until she wakes up at sunset. 

And you will stay in this prison until the police forget all about 

you, but will the police really forget all about you? And as much as 

death betrays living people, the sight of these graves will remind you 

of betrayal itself, and then betrayal will remind you of Nabawiya, 

'Ela1sh, and Ra'uf, and you, yourself, are dead ever since you fired 

the b 1 ind bull et, but you have to fire more bullets. 

He heard her yawning. He came back from the window, turning 

his eyes toward the.bed to see Noor siting there, almost naked with 

her ahir uncombed and her appearance dishevelled. She looked at him 

with an expression of relief in her yees and said, "I dreamed that you 

were very far away and that I was waiting for your return like a made 

woman." 

In a gloomy tone he said, "That was just a dream, but in reality 

it is you who will go far away, and I'm the one who will wait for your 

reurn." 

She went to the bathroom and came back, drying her hair and her 

face. He followed her hands as she made up her face, a delighted and 

youthful one. Like him, she was in her thirties, but she never 
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hestitated to lie in order to hide her age. How many sins are 

committed in broad daylight, and what a pity that theft is not like 

that. He saw her to the door saying, 11 Don't forget the newspaper. 11 

He went to the living room where he lay on a sofa. He felt lonely 

in the full sense of the word, even his books were left behind at 

Sheikh 'Al1 al-Jinaid1 1 s. He tried to kill the time by looking at the 
I 

pale white ceiling which seemed to reflect the old carpet of the room. 

Through the window he looked at the sky at sunset, the sky which 

seemed like a gem in which a flock of pigeons fly from time to time. 

Your rejection, Sana•, is as painful as the sight of the grave. 

I. wonder if we are going to meet again, or where and when? Your heart 

will never feel the love of your father in this life which is full of 

wasted bullets. And like bullets, many wishes are wasted in this world 

leaving behind nothing but a series of tragic actions. starting from · 

the beginning at the students' house by the road in al-J1za district. 

1 Ela1sh Sidrah was nothing but an insignificant person. Nabawiya 

enslaved my heart. But if betrayal appears on a face as a hideous 

fever does, no beauty would appear on that face unless it belongs there 

·and many people will be saved from her intrigue and betrayal. The 

grocer's store was located right across from the students' house and 

Nabawiya used to come carrying a small pot to buy what she wanted in. 

her neat, ornate clothes, which made her look different from other maids 

of the vicinity. She was known as the maid of the Turkish lady who 

lived alone in a house surrounded by a big garden. The Turkish lady 

was a rich lady, and a proud one, too, who forced those related to her 

in any way to look tidy, handsome, and very clean. Consequently, 

Nabawiya always used to look tidy, with her hair combed, her braids 
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falling down to her waist, with her slippers on. The vitality·of her 

beautiful body showed beneath her clean dress. Even the eyes of those 

p·eople, who were not affected by her spell, described her beauty as a 

country girls' beauty, especially her dark round face, the brown eyes, 

the small nose, the mouth watered with nectar, and the green tattoo 21 

on the chin. At the end of her duty he used to stand by the door of 

the students' house, looking toward the far-end of the road from which 

she used to come, until his eyes came across the fine body and her 

alluring way of walking. 

Then she gets nearer and nearer, emanating as she comes the most 

beautiful feelings of life. Whenever she goes by, pretty music hums 

in his ears. As with the pleasure of drinking, his eyes follow her and 

hide with her among the many girls standing in front of the grocery. 

Sometimes she disappears in the crowd and other times she appears 

while you become more and more enchanted, inquiring and desiring to do 

something, anything, even a word or a wave, or some magic. But she 

finally makes her way back, warning you to disappear for a whole day 

and a whole night; then you give way to a bitter sigh, while the 

enchantment flies away gradually. The birds stop singing over the 

trees of the road, and the fall weather suddenly appears and covers 

everything. Then, you notice for a time that her body sways before 

your eyes and that she acts coyly, but you cannot stop; you pretend to 

walk at a normal pace in order to catch up with her; you block her way 

by the palm tree at the end of the road, she is taken aback, or pre

tending to be, she asks, 11 Who are you? 11 to which question you answer, 

surprised, 11 Who am I? Don't you know who I am? I'm the one whose 

21 A tattoo is considered as a beauty mark. 



looks have left their imprint on each part of your body." 

But she said sharply, "I don't like impoliteness." 

And you answered, 11 Neither do I. On the contrary, I like 

politeness, beauty, and tenderness, all of which you embody. Now you 

don 1 t know who I am, but I have to carry this basket for you and 

accompany you to the front door of your house. 11 

11 I don't need your help, and don 1 t stand in my way any more, 11 

she insisted. 
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She walked and you walked beside her, encouraged by a faint smile 

which you felt as a tender breeze blowing in a hot night. She said, 

"Go back. You have to go back because my lady, who is sitting by the 

window, wil 1 see you if you walk any further. 11 

You replied, 11 I 1 m really stubborn, but if you want me to go back, 

let us walk only a few steps back toward our lonely palm tree. I hav~ 

to talk to you. Why can 1 t I talk with you?" 

She shook her head, but she slowed down, bending her neck like 

a wild cat. 

Then I had no doubt that I had fulfilled my dreams, that Nabawiya 

·shared some of my feelings, that she was fully aware of the history of 

my amorous sighs in front of the students' house. My waiting for her 

on the road would turn into something which would endanger my life, her 

life, and the life of the whole world. I said, "Until tomorrow, then, 11 

and stopped walking for fear of being seen by the old mysterious 

Turkish woman who lived in my area. Happily, I went back to the palm 

tree, climbed it with a monkey 1s speed, and jumped from a height of 

three meters into an orchard. Then I went back to the students' house 

singing with my rough voice like an enchanted bull. 



When you joined al-Zayat circus to earn a living you had to move 

out from one place to another and from one town to another, and you 

were afraid that if you were not near your lover you were going to 

lose her forever. Consequently, you asked her to marry you, you told 

her, "Let us get married. 11 You proposed to her as you were standing 
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by the University premises. It was unfair that you were not able to 

enter the University while many of the rich people did. At that time, 

there were no lights on the road or in the sky except for a dim crescent 

located over the horizon. She was happy and looked down, her narrow 

forehead was glittering under the faint light of the crescent. 

I told her that my work was lucrative, my future was tremendous, 

and my residence was in al-Darrasah, a clean apartment in the basement 

on the mountain road near the good Sheikh 'Al1 al-Jinaid1, with whom 

you will get acquainted when we get married, a thing which we must do 

as soon as we can for the sake of our life-long love . 

. When you told her that it was time for you to leave her old lady, 

she said, 11 I 1m an orphan and I have nobody except an aunt at Seedey 

al-Arb'al'n. 11 

You said, 11 With God's blessing, 11 and you kissed her under the 

pale crescent light. The wedding party was so enjoyable that it lived 

for a long time in the memory of everybody, and al-Zayat gave me ten 

pounds, while 'Ela1sh Sidrah, out of happiness, looked as if he were 

the organizer of the wedding. He played the role of the honest god

father, but he was not a friend at all, and the most amazing thing was 

that I was deceived by him, m~. the clever one who frightens even the 

red devils. I was the hero, and the hero's worshipper loved me and 

tried to avoid my fury. He used to pick up my leftovers. I was sure 
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that if I sent him with Nabawiya to the desert in which Moses was lost, 

he was, still, going to see me standing between him and her. He was 

not gciing to mi~behave with her. And she, how could she throw herself 

to the dog leaving the lion? But filth is part of her nature; such 

dirt really deserves to be destroyed in this world as well as in the 

other one, under the condition that the blind bullets must not be 

wasted in the air to hit the innocent and miss the mean and the low. 

The bullets must not hit the innocent, leaving behind hearts 

destroyed by pain, burned by anger, and collapsed in.madness. But she 

forgets every good thing in this life, even the wedding night, the 

games of the boys in the alley, and love before it became rotten, the 

birth of San~·, the face of San~' seen for the first time, listening 

to her cries and screams for the first time, carrying her in my arms 

for the first time and her countless smiles which I have not counted, 

though now I hope I have, or her picture and image, and I hope that, 

as I have forgotten many things, I could forget her rejection and her 

screams, which were.echoed around the four corners of the earth and 

because of which the streams became dry. So were the breaths of fresh 

air and everything good in the world. 

Darkness spread itself in the room. Outside the window the 

silence Of the graves thickened. But you cannot switch on the light 

because the apartment must stay as it is when Noor is out of it, but 

your eyes will get used to such darkness, as they got used to the 

prison and the ugly faces. You are not going to find the opportunity 

to get drunk, for fear of any misdemeanor you might commit. The 

apartment must remain as silent as a grave, so that even the dead 

themselves will not feel your presence in here. God, only God, knows 
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how patient you are in this prison. Only He knows how long you are 

going to be there. Only He knew that you were going to kill Sha'ban 

Hussa1n, not 'Ela1sh Sidrah. But sooner or later you have to go out 

for a walk in the evening, at least in the safe places, but let us 

postpone this matter until the police get really tired of looking for 

nothing. Let us pray to God that Sha' ban Hussain is not buried in one 

of these graves. There's no room in this area for any more ironical 

situations; wait until Noor comes back. Don't ask when does Noor come 

back, because you have to struggle with darkness, silence, and loneli

ness as long as this life will not alter its strange ways. Poor Noor! 

Her old love for you is only a bad habit, and it hits a heart crushed 

by pain and anger, a heart that rejects her approaches as it rejects 

her worn-out body, a heart which does not really know what to do with 

her except to drink with her and to feel sorry for her. 

But he will not forget, at the end, that she is a woman, as 

Nabawiya is, the coward, the traitor, who will be killed by her own 

will to survive. She· will be frightened until the noose gets around 

your neck, or until a murderer's bullet settles in your heart and the 

police spoil your reputation so that all relations between you and 

San~' are severed forever. She wil) not even know a thing about the 

honesty and truthfulness of your love, as if it were also a blind, 

wasted bull et. 

Sleep found its way to Saeed Mahran's eyes. He dreamed for some 

time, a thing which he didn't realize until after he got up. He felt 

that he was in the darkness, alone in Noor's apartment on Najm al-D1n 

Street, until he was sure that 'Ela1sh Sidrah had not taken him by 

surprise in his hideaway place, and that he had not shot him 



in succession. Time passed quickly, and he didn 1 t feel it. Soon 

enough he heard the sound of a key being turned in the lock, the 

slamming of the door, and the door window of the living room being 

lighted with the reflection of the light of the entrance. Noor 

appeared, smiling and carrying a big parcel. She hurried toward him 

and kissed him before she spoke, 11A banquet: meats, sweets, and 

booze! 11 

He kissed .her, inquiring, 11 Drunk already? 11 

11 It 1 s my job. I'll was and be back. Here are the newspapers. 11 

He followed her with his eyes until she was gone. He skimmed 

126 

through the morning and evening papers. To him there was nothing new 

in the papers. There were, however, some features on crime, more items 

than he really expected, especially what was published in tl Zahra, 

Ra 1 uf 1 Elwan 1 s newspaper. The paper wrote in detail about his history 

·of burglary, the series of adventures which were unveiled after his 

trial, the places of the rich people which he had broken into, and his 

personality, his mysterious madness, and his criminal audicity, all 

leading to bloody murder. 

What big black headlines! Now, thousands and thousands are 

discussing his crimes, joking at Nabawiya's treachery and betting on 

his destiny. He is the center of the news now. He is the man of the 

hour, but although he is proud of that, his heart shrinks from fear. 

He is about to be choked with rage. Dozens of thoughts crowd in his 

head. An intoxicating idea floods his brain, suggesting that he's 

about to enter a serious phase, as serious as genesis itself. He is 

one against the rest of the world, but they dor:i't know, they have not 

known the language of silence and loneliness yet, and the mirror that 
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reflects their pictures is pale and misleading. When they look at it, 

they see strange people. Very astonished and impressed, his eyes are 

fixed on Sana 1 s photograph. His eyes are running over the photographs: 

his photograph, like a beast, that of Nabawiya, who looks like a fallen 

woman, then back to Sana's smiling photograph. That is right, she is 

smiling because she does not see him and also because she knows 

nothing. He examines her picture very carefully, but he suddenly 

feels that the whole thing is only a game, and that the night outside 

the window breathes in grief and pain. In his disappointment he wishes 

that he could run away with her to a place unknown to anyone, and that 

he could see her even if this request was the last thing to ask before 

he is hanged. 

He went to the other sofa to pick up the scissors from among the 

pieces of.material which were piled there, then went back to his place 

to cut the photograph very carefully out of the newspaper. When Noor 

came back from the bathroom he was more composed. When she called 

him from the bedroom, he went to her wondering how she carried the 

whole news to him while she knew nothing about it. Her generosity 

was shown by the table she had set for him, and his desire for food and 

drink was very great. He sat beside her on a sofa across from the bed. 

in front of a table full of all kinds of food. Out of his satisfaction 

he patted her wet hair and tried to make conversation. 

11 You are quite different from all women." 

She tied her hair with a red handkerchief as she started to fill 

their glasses, smiling all the time at his words, showing her light 

~rown color without any makeup, refreshed with the fried pigeon, a 

modest but fresh food, very satisfied and very proud of having him, 
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even for a short time. He was satisfied to notice all that, but it was 

s~tisfaction without any enthusiasm. 

She looked at him suspiciously and said, 11 You say that! I almost 

believe sometimes that mercy might know its way to the heart of the 

policemen before it knows its way to yours. 11 

11 Believe me, I'm happy to have you." 

"Really?" 

"Yes, the tenderness of your heart is irresistible." 

i•wasn't I like that before?" 

No easy victory could make one forget a bloody defeat. 

11 I was without a heart then!" he replied. 

11 And now? 11 

He took his glass saying, 11 Let us drink and enjoy ourselves." 

They started to eat and drink with real appetite until she asked· 

him, 11 How did you spend your time?" 

He replied as he was dipping a rip in the tehena, 22 11 Between the 

darkness and the graves; don't you have any loved ones there? 11 

11 My dead people are in the graves of al-Belinah, 23 God bless 

· their souls, every one. 11 

They kept silent except for the noise of chewing and the noise 

coming from the friction of the glasses and the creaking of the tray. 

Saeed then started to talk again. "I would like to ask you to buy me 

some materials to make a police officer's uniform. 11 

22Tehena: A kind of food in Arab countries, usually made from 
peeled seeds, lightly toasted and then ground. 

23al-Belinah: A village in upper Egypt. 



"An officer's uniform?" 

"Don't you know that I learned tailoring in jail? 11 

With an anxious look she asked, "But, why? 11 

"It's high time I enlisted." 

"I don't want to lose you again, don 1 t you understand?" 

With peculiar confidence he replied, "Don't worry about me. If 

it were not for treason, the police would never had taken me in, 

never! 11 

She sighed to show her disappointment, but with his mouth full 

of food, he went on, "Aren't you in danger, yourself?" Then with a 

smile, he continued, "Suppose an outlaw attacks you in the desert, 

for instance?" 
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They laughed together and then she bent herself toward him and 

kissed his sticky lips and said, "The truth is, if we want to live we· 

have to be afraid of nothing." 

But he inquired, while he referred to the window with a movement 

of his chin, "Not even death?" 

11 God forbid! 11 Then carelessly, "I forget even death \vhen I meet 

·the one I love. 11 

He admired her ability to love and preserve. He could only feel 

pity, respect, and gratitude towards her. A butterfly was embracing. 

the naked lamp. 
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Chapter XI 

Not a single day passes without the graveyard receiving new 

guests, as if there were nothing for you to do except stand behind the 

window to watch the unending procession of death. But those who come 

with the bodies of the dead a re really the ones who deserve pity more 

than they who go in weeping crowds, and return drying their tears. 

Only a power stronger than death itself convinces them to survive. 

That was the way you buried your loved ones. 

Mahr~n, the good old janitor of the students 1 building. Hard 

work, satisfaction, and honesty. I worked with him since my childhood; 

and in spite of the simplicity and poverty, the family used to have a 

pleasant meeting in the room of the basement by the back yard of the 

building at the end of its day, the man and his wife talking while the 

child played. And because he believed in God, he also believed in 

being satisfied with what he got, thus, all the students respected him. 

His only pilgrimage was to Sheikh 'Al1 al-Jinaid1's house, and through 

him you knew the Sheikh 1 s house too. 

Saeed, come with me, I will show you a sport which is better for 

you than playing in the field; you will taste the delight of life in 

an atmosphere of grace. There, you 1 ll feel reassured and secure. It 1 s 

the best feeling in the world. With a tender look you were received 

by the Sheikh, and you greatly admired his white beard. The Sheikh 

told your father 11 Is this your son whom you talked to me about? 

Cleverness shows in his eyes, his heart is as pure as yours, and with 

God's help you will live to see him a good man. 11 

To tell the truth, you liked Sheikh 'Al1 al-Jinaid1 very much. 

You were enchanted by the light in his face and the rays of love 



emanating from his eyes. Also, you liked the soft music which played 

in your heart even before it knew love. 

Old Mahran asked him once, "Teach this boy what he has to do." 
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To which the Sheikh, looking at you tenderly, said, "We all learn 

from the cradle to the grave, but Saeed, start by watching yourself, 

and 1 et anything you do be of some good to a human being. 11 

You followed his advice as much as you could, but you did not 

completely fulfi 11 it until you took burglary as your profession. The 

days went on like dreams until good old Mahran disappeared. The man 

disappeared in a mysterious way, which was misunderstood by the boy. 

Even Sheikh 'Al1 al-Jinaid1 himself was unable to understand the riddle. 

11 It 1 s your misery ... It's your misery ... your father died. 11 

That's how your mother cried as she screamed and you were shaking your 

head and rubbing your eyes as her screams woke you up in the room in 

the basement of the students' house. You cried out of fear because 

you were not able to do anything else. But that night the gallantry 

of Ra 1 uf 1 Elwan, the student at the Law College, was clearly shown. 

He was a true friend all the way, and you used to love him even more 

·than you loved Sheikh 1 Al1 al-Jinaid1. Later, he was the one who 

mediated to appoint you in your father's place as janitor of the 

building, or to be accurate, to put you and your mother in your father's 

position. So, you took responsibility at an early age. Then your 

mother disappeared. As Ra'uf 1 Elwan has to remember, you were almost 

destroyed because of her illness. And the unforgettable day of the 

bleeding, the day when you took her very quickly to the nearest 

hospital, Sabir, stand·ing like a castle in the midst of a very beautiful 

garden. You found your mother and yourself in a reception room by the 



entrance, a room more luxurious than you had ever seen before. The 

whole place seemed alien to you but you needed medial care, urgent 

care, for your mother. 

They showed him the famous physician as he walked out of a room, 

and Saeed ran toward him in his gallabiah and sandals screaming, ''My 

mother ... the blood." The man reluctantly examined him with two 

132 

glassy eyes and looked where the mother was lying on a comfortable sofa 

with a bloody dress. There was a foreign nurse who was watching what 

was going on from a distance, but then he decided to disappear silently. 

The nurse then talked in a language which he did not understand, but he 

felt that she sympathized with his tragedy. He was angry, like a man 

in spite of his youth; he screamed, objecting and swearing; he threw a 

chair to the ground, and the chair made a loud noise, and its back 

flew in the air. Finally, many servants came in and very soon he 

found his mother and himself alone in the road. His mother died one 

month later in Quasr al-'Ainr Hospita1. 24 

When she was dying she held your hand in hers the whole time, 

refusing to take her eyes away from you. But during the month of her 

illness you stole and for the first time, yes, you stole from a 

country student who was one of the inhabitants of the students' 

building'. Without any investigation the student accused you and hit 

you, but Ra 1 uf 'Elw~n interfered to release you from his hands and 

settled the.matter without any further complications. You were really 

a friend, Ra'uf, and, moreover, you were my teacher too. 

24 I -Quasr al- Aini: A well-known public hospital in Cairo, 
Egypt. ' 
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When he was alone with you he quietly told you, 11 Don't be afraid. 

The truth is that I consider this kind- of theft a legal occupation! 11 

He also said in a warning voice, 11 But you will find the police after 

you. 11 He told you in a mocking tone, 11 The judge will not make things 

easy for you, no matter how convincing your motives are, because he· 

is also defending himself. 11 Then, with the same mocking tone he 

inquired, 11 Isn 1 t it just that what is taken ·by theft must also be 

returned by theft? 11 Then he cried angrily, 11 I'm 1 earning, away frnm 

my people, and I struggle everyday out of pain, hunger, and despair. 11 

Where have your teachings gone, Ra'~f? Maybe your beliefs died like 

my father, my mother, and my wife's honesty. Then you had to leave 

the students' building to find your future in another place. You 

waited by the only palm tree at the end of the field until Nabawiya 

came to you and you stepped forward towards her and said, "Don't be 

afraid. I have to talk to you. I'm going away. I'm going to find 

myself a job, save some money. I love you. Don't forget me, I love 

you, and I always will, and I'm going to prove to you that I will 

make you happy, and that I will open a house for you." 

In those days all sadness was quickly forgotten and all wounds 

were cured in no time, as hope surmounted all kinds of difficulties 

very easily. So, you, the graves which are drowned in darkness, don't 

you mock or laugh at my memories. 

He got up and sat on the sofa in the dark and talked to Ra'~f 

'Elwan as if he saw him in person. In a mocking tone he said, "You 

rascal, had you allowed me to work at your newspaper as a reporter, I 

could have published our memories together and eclipsed your false 

light." Then he inquired in a loud voice, "For how long should I put 

up with this darkness til 1 Noor comes back just before dawn? 11 
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Suddenly he felt an irresistible urge to leave for a stroll in 

the night. His resistance collapsed, like an old house collapses, in 

seconds. In less than a few minutes he was out of the house, walking 

very carefully toward the road of the factories, and then from there he 

went to the desert. When he got out of his hideaway his feeling of 

being followed and wanted increased. He shared with the mice and the 

snakes their feelings when they sneak out of their holes. Alone in 

the darkness with the city, whose lights were scattered on the horizon 

as if ready to jump on him, he felt lonelier than ever. He sat beside 

Tarazan on his sofa, but in the Cafe there was only one man, who was 

a smuggler of weapons, and the waiter. The crowd was sitting downhill. 

Very soon the waiter brought him some tea. 

Then Tarazan bent toward him and whispered, "Don't stay in one 

place more than one night." 

The smuggler said, "Run away to Upper Egypt!" 

Saeed said, "I have nobody in Upper Egypt." 

The smuggler said again, "Many people praised you in front of me 

and showed their admiration for you." 

Tarazan then inquired, with some anger, "And the police, do the 

police admire him too?" 

Then the smuggler laughed until his body was shaking in a peculiar 

way, as if he were riding a fast camel. He said, "The police don't 

1 i ke anything!" 

Saeed murmured, "Or anybody!" 

The waiter said, enthusiastically, "What harm is there in stealing 

from the rich?" 

Saeed smiled, as if he were receiving an ovation from admirers at a· 
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gathering to honor him. "The newspapers have a longer tongue than the 

noose of the hangman. What will the love of people do for you if the 

police hate you? 11 

Taraz~n stood up suddenly, ran to the window, looked right and 

left, then came back quietly saying, "I thought I savJ a face looking 

in at us!" 

Saeed 1 s eyes glittered and looked towar.d the window, and then to 

the door, while the waiter went to find out. The smuggler said, "You 

always see things which do not exist." 

Tarazan shouted, "Keep quiet! You think that the noose is some

thing to joke about?" 

Saeed left the Cafe with his fist clenched on his gun. He went 

to the desert, looking around him and listening very carefully. His 

feeling of being followed and of loneliness and anxiety increased. He 

realized that he must not underestimate the block of enemies who were 

full of lust and fear, and who would never be satisfied until they saw 

him dead. When he approached the house at Najm al-Dln Street, he saw 

light coming through Noor 1 s windo~, and for the first time since he 

left the Cafe, he felt comfortable and relaxed .. He found her lying 

down. He meant to fondle her a little, but her face showed her utter 

exhaustion. Her eyes were bloodshot; she was clearly very ill. 

He sat at her feet and asked, ."What 1 s wrong with you, Noor? 11 

In a very weak voice she replied, "Dead; I have vomited to death! 11 

11 Booze? 11 

Fearfully, she said, "I have been drinking all my life." 

It was the first time he saw her tears, and he was moved. 

"Then what is the matter?11 he asked. 



11 They _have beaten me. 11 

11 The police? 11 

"Some young people, students I think, when I asked for my fees!" 

With some sympathy he murmured, 11 Wash your face and drink some 

water. u 

11 Later, I am very tired. 11 

He angrily murmured again, 11 The dogs! 11 

He patted her legs to show his sympathy, but she said, with her 

finger pointed to a parcel on the sofa, 11The material for the 

uniform. 11 His hand on her became more tende.r and grateful. She went 

on apologetically, 11 You won't like me tonight. 11 

"Don't worry, wash your face and go to bed. 11 
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Silence separated them and a dog barked at the end of the cemetery. 

Noor heaved a deep sigh and said, in deep grief, 11 She said you have a -

rosy future ahead of you. 11 

11 Who said that? 11 he wondered aloud. 

11 The fortune-teller, and she said security and comfort will know 

their way to my heart. 11 

He looked at the ever increasing darknessoutside the window. 

She went on talking. 

"When will it come? I have waited for long, but there is no use. 

I have a girlfriend who is much older than I am; she always repeats 

that at the end we all become a heap of bones that even dogs won 1 t 

l oak at. 11 

He could find no words. Noor 1 s voice sounded as if it were coming 

from the grave, a thing which made him very sad. She went on talking. 



"Do you believe a fortune-teller? Where is security? I want a 

safe quiet life. Is that ~ifficult for God, who put the seven skies 

in place? 11 

You too have dreamt of such a life, but in spite of that your 

life was spent in climbing houses, jumping from roofs, hunting in the 

darkness, and wasting bullets to kill the innocent. 

"You need some sleep. 11 

11 I need the promise of the fortune-te 11 er, and that day wi 11 

come. 11 

"All right. 11 

But she said angrily, 11 You treat me as if I were a baby. 11 

11 Not at all . 11 

11 That day wi 11 come, indeed. 11 
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Chapter XII 

He put on the police officer's uniform. She looked at him 

surprised, then she pleaded. "Please be wise, I can't lose you again." 

He pointed to the uni form with pride and said, "Wisdom made me 

make it. 11 

He looked at his reflection in the mirror very carefully and then 

said, in a mocking tone, "I think it is better to be satisfied with a 

captain's rank." 

She heard of his adventure the following night and saw his 

photograph in a weekly magazine with some of her passing friends. 

She collapsed in front of him in utter despair and said, "You committed 

murder! What a disaster! Haven't I begged you?" 

"That happened before we met, 11 he replied. 

Deeply disturbed, she went on in despair and doubt, "You don't 

love me, I know that, but we couid have lived together until you 

loved me!" 

"There is still a chance.1.1 

Even more disappointed she said, "But you have committed murder, 

what is the use?" 

He smiled in confidence and said, 11 How easy it is to run away 

together." 

"What ·are we waiting for?" 

"Until the hurrican calms down!" 

She stamped on the floor and said, "I heard that the police are 

surrounding the outside of Cairo, as if you were the first to commit 

murder. 11 



The newspapers ... the hidden way! But he said with a faked 

calm, 11 ! will escape when I decide to escape, you'll see. 11 He held 

her braid angrily and said, reproachfully, "Don't you know who Saeed 

Mahran is? Listen to me, we will live together forever, and what the 

fortune-teller told you will come true. 11 
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To get away from loneliness and to seek some fresh news he went 

the following evening to Tarazan's Cafe. The moment he appeared at 

the entrance of the Cafe, Tarazan came to him and together they went 

to a deserted place, where he said apologetically, 11 Please, excuse me, 

even my Cafe is no longer a safe place for you." 

Although darkness hid hi- feelings of rage, Saeed said furiously, 

"I thought the hurricane had calmed down." 

"On the contrary, it is blowing more strongly everyday. Disappear, 

but don't try to get out of Cairo now." 

Furious, Saeed inquired, "Can't the newspapers find another 

subject besides Saeed Mahran?" 

"They published everything about your previous raids, so much that 

they turned police headquarters against you. 11 

As Saeed was about to go, Tarazan said, "Let's meet each other 

away from the Cafe if you wish. 11 

He went back to his hideaway at Noor's house to loneliness, 

darkness, and waiting. He furiously cried, "It's you, Ra'uf, behind 

all this. 11 

Every other paper neglected, or was about to neglect the matter 

except ~-Zahra, which was still digging into the past and provoking 

the police. 

This paper is bent on showing his heroic actions in order to 
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destroy h·im, and Ra' uf will never stop until the noose gets around his 

neck. On his side Ra'uf has all the law, iron and fire. And you, is 

there any meaning for your worthless life unless you destroy your 

enemies? 1 Ela1sh Sidrah 1 s place is unknown to you and Ra 1 uf 1 Elwan 

lives in a fortress. But what is the meaning of your life if you don't 

punish your enemies? There is no power in the world that could stand 

between you and revenge. The dogs! That's·right, no power, whatso

ever. Then with a louder voice, 11 Ra 1 uf 'Elwan, te1l me, how could time 

change people in that horrible way?" 

The revolutionary student. Revolution itself embodied in a 

student. And your strong voice travels to me whil.e I am by my father's 

feet in the yard of the building -- a power which wakes the spirit up 

through the ears. You talk about the princess and the pashas. As if 

by magic, the masters turned into thieves. Your image, while you and 

your mates are walking in gallabiahs in the country road sucking sugar 

cane sticks, is unforgettable. The most magnificent and wonderful 

thing, which even sheikh 'Al1 al-Jinaid1 does not possess, is that you 

raise your voice so loudly that it covers the whole field and the 

palm trees. That was the way you were among us, Ra'uf. Only for your 

sake did my father make me join the school, and when success was ful

filled you gave v-1ay to laughter and you told my father, "Do you see? 

You did not want him to learn, look at his eyes, he vJill be one of 

the revolutionaries." You taught me how to love books and you 

discussed things with me as if I were your mate and on the same level 

with you. I was among your listeners at the palm tree that was watered 

with my love, and the whole world used to listen to you. The people 

. . . burglary . . . the holy fire . . . wea 1th . . . starvation, 
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magnificent justice. When you were jailed for political reasons your 

image was so magnified in my mind that my enthusiasm for my first theft 

was greatly enhanced. Your v.mrds about theft restored my dignity. 

Remember the day you told me sadly, "Minor thefts are of no importance, 

the whole thing must be organized!lf From that time on I have never 

stopped reading and steal"ing. You were also guiding my steps to the 

great names who really deserved to be robbed. I found my glory and my 

dignity in burglary. I have been very generous with many people 

among whom, to my regret, was 'Ela1sh Sidrah. Then, with an angry 

voice he said in the dark room, 11 Are you really Ra'uf 'Elwan, the 

owner of the palace? Are you the snake behind the campaign in the 

papers? You would like to finish me, just like everybody else; just 

as you long to kill your own conscience and the whole past. But I 

will not die before I kill you first. You are the first and the chief 

traitor." 

How absurd it would be if I was hanged for murdering a person I 

did not even know. ·For life and death to have a meaning I must kill 

you Ra'uf. Let this be my last angry cry against the evil of this 

world. Every dead body in the graveyard under.this window supports 

me. I will leave the interpretation of this riddle to Sheikh Jinaidl. 

At sunrise he heard the door being opened. Noor came in carrying 

food, drink, and newspapers. She looked a little happier, as if she 

had forgotten the sao events of yesterday and the day before. The 

darkness of his exhausted heart was dispelled and he rose to embrace 

the world, food, drink, news and all. She kissed him and he gratefully 

kissed her back, spontaneously, for the first time. He wished she 

would never go away. Hers was the heart emanating love in his life 
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before his death. He poured himself a drink and gulped it quickly. 

She asked him as she looked at his exhausted face, "Why didn't 

you go to sleep?" 

He did not answer because he was reading the papers, but she went 

on pitifully, "Waiting in the darkness is torture II 

Putting the newspaper aside, he asked her, "How is it outside? 11 

"The usual! 11 

She took off all her clothes except for a transparent gown. He 

smelled a mixture of powder and sweat. She went on, "Many people 

think of you as a hero, but they have no idea about our agony. 11 

He said simply, 11 The large majority of our people neither fear 

the thieves nor hate them" Ten minutes passed with eating barbequed 

meat. Then he said, "But they hate the dogs by nature! 11 . 
Licking her fingers, she said with a smile, "I like dogs. 11 

11 I don't mean those dogs. 11 

11 Yes, I always had them in my house until I saw the death of the 

last one and I cried bitterly, and decided not to have any more dogs 

in the house. 11 

11 We have to avoid love if it promises nothing but agony." 

11 You neither understand me nor love ine." 

11 Don 1 t be unjust. Don't you see that the whole world is unjust?" 

he pleaded. 

She drank too much until she became dizzy and admitted to him 

that her real name was Shalabiah. She told him some jokes from the 

time she was a child in al-Belfnah Village. Childhood, the stagnant 

water, youth, and the escape. Then she said proudly, "And my father 
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was an 1 Umdah. 1125 

11 He was the servant of the 1 Umdah! 11 he said simply. She frowned, 

but he said quickly, "You said that in the old times. 11 

Unveiling her teeth, covered with parsley, she laughed and said, 

11 Have I really said that? 11 

He said sharply, 11 And that's how Ra'uf 1 Elwan turned into a 

traitor. 

She looked at him inquistively and asked, 11 Who is Ra 1 uf 'Elwan? 11 

He replied angrily, "Don't lie. Anyone who suffers darkness, 

loneliness, and waiting does not endure lying! 11 

251 Umdah: An official chief of a village; his duties are similar 
to those of a sheriff in the American Old West. 
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Chapter XI II 

Just after midnight Saeed went into the desert while there was 

·still some of the moon left in the western part of the sky. When he 

was about a hundred meters away from the hill of the Cafe, he whistled 

three times and waited. He had to strike or go mad. He expected to 

get news from Tarazan. Very soon Tarazan approached him, like a wave 

of darkness. They embraced. Saeed inquired, "Anything new?" 

As he was catching his breath, Tarazan said, "Finally one of them 

has come." 

Eagerly, Saeed asked, 11 Who? 11 

He squeezed his hand saying, 11 Mua 1 lim Beyaza, and now he is in 

the Cafe making a deal. 11 

11 It 1 s not in vain that I 1 ve waited. What do you know about his 

route? 11 

11 He will return along the mountain road. 11 

11 Thanks Mua 1 lim. 11 

He went rapidly east, guiding himself by the dim light up to the 

forest by the water springs. He walked by its western triangle until 

he reached its pointed head, deep in the sands at the beginning of the 

road sliding toward the mountain. He hid himself behind a tree and 

watched the road. A breath of dry refreshing air blew, and a whisper 

came from the small spot of the forest. The desert was as wide as 

infinity itself. With his hand on the gun he was thinking of the 

chance to jump on his unexpecting enemy and then to fulfill his hard 

goal, and finally of his own destruction as a final settlement. He 

said in a voice which even the trees, drunk with air, could not hear, 
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111 Elalsh Sidrah and Ra 1 ~f 1 Elw~n in one night, and then let it happen, 

whatever it might be." 

He felt the agony of waiting, but he didn't wait too long before 

he saw a ghost coming quickly in the darkness from the direction of the 

hill at the front of the forest. When the figure was only one meter 

from the end of the road, Saeed got out of his hiding place, pointed 

the gun toward him, and said, llStop. 11 

The ghost was nailed, as if struck by an electric shock, speechless. 

Saeed stared at the man, "Beyaza, I know where you have been, what you 

have done, and how much money you have on you. 11 

The ghost's breathing was as clear as the hissing of a snake. 

He made a s 1 i ght hesitant movement and murmured, 11 The children 1 s money! n 

He slapped him in the face and made him stagger. 11 Beyaza, don't 

you know me, you dog?" 

Beyaza said, "Who? I recognized the voice but I didn't believe 

my ears. Is it Saeed Mahran? 11 

11 Don 1 t move. You will be killed at the first movement. 11 

"You kill me! Why? We are not enemies." 

Saeed stretched his hand into Beyaza 1 s vest pocket until he 

found his heavy wallet, and with some force he pulled it out, saying, 

11 Th is is one! 11 

Scared, Beyaza said, 11 That 1 s my money and I am not an enemy of 

yours." 

"Shut up, I have not yet taken a 11 I want." 

"We are colleagues; that you must respect!" 

He moved the gun in his hand and said, 11 lf you want to save your 

life tell me where 1 Elalsh Sidrah lives. 11 
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The man assured him, 11 1 don't know, nobody knows. 11 

Saeed dealt him a stronger blow and shouted angrily, 11 1 will kill 

you if you don't show me where he lives and you will not get your money 

back until I make sure you are telling the truth!". 

The man answered painfully, 11 ! don't know, I swear I don 1 t. 11 

11 L i ar! 11 

11 1 swear by anything. 11 

11 Did he vanish into thin air? 11 

Begging him to believe, Beyaza went on, 11 I don't know, nobody 

knows. He moved out of his apartment just a·fter your visit lest you 

should destroy him; he moved out to Rood al-Raraj quarter. 11 

11His address?" 

"Wait, Saeed. After Sha'ban Hussa1n 1 s murder he traveled with his 

family without telling anyone about his destination; he was afraid and 

the woman was terrified too. Nobody knows anything about them! 11 

11 Beyaza! 11 

"Honest to God, 'I'm telling the truth!" 

He slapped h-im for the third time, but Beyaza screamed with a torn 

voice, 11 Why do you hit me, Saeed? Let him go to hell wherever he is; 

is he my brother or my father that ·r would die for him? 11 

In spite of everything, Saeed finally believed him,. but he was 

disappointed not to find his rival. If it were not for the murder he 

had committed he could have patiently waited until the proper time came, 

but the blind bullet hit h~~ most cherished wishes. 

Then Beyaza suddenly said, 11 You were unjust to me! 11 He did not 

say a thing, so the man went on, 11 And my money?" The man felt his 

two inflamed cheeks and said, 11 1 didn't do you any harm; therefore you 



have no right to take my money; we're colleagues after all. 11 

11 You were among his assistants, 11 Saeed said scornfully. 

11 1 was his friend and his partner, but that does not mean that I 

am your enemy. I have nothing to do with his treason. 11 The struggle 

came to an end and now there was nothing to do except retreat. 

Saeed said honestly, 11 ! need sorne money. 11 

11 Take what you want, 11 said Beyaza. 

Ten pounds satisfied Saeed, and the man ran away not believing 

that he was saved. Saeed found himself as he started, lonely, in the 

desert where the moonlight was clear,and the trees were swaying. 

It seems that 'Eal1sh Sidrah has gotten away from the claws of 

punishment. He saved his life to add another traitor to the secure 

ones. As for you Ra'uf, you're my last hope that my life won't end 

in vain. 
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Chapter XIV 

He went back home~ and then at one 0 1 clock he left as a police 

Major. He went to al- 1Abbasiya Street, avoiding the light of the 

street lamps and walking very normally due to his strong nerves. He 
- ')6 

took a taxi to al-Jala 1 ,L passing some policemen whom he naturally 
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did not like. He went to the nearby boat pier and rented a small boat. 

For two hours he went rowing west toward the palace of Ra 1 uf 1 Elwan, 

enjoying the wet air under a clear sky full of stars and the full 

moon lighting the trees along the beach. He felt very active. He had 

a feeling that something horrible would happen soon. He convinced 

himself that 1 Ela'lsh 1 s safety was not a defeat for him as long as he 

was going to punish Ra'uf 1 Elw~n, because Ra 1 ~f was the symbol of the 

treason which included 1 E1a1sh, Nabawiya, and all the traitors on 

earth. 

He told Ra 1 uf 1 Elwan and the rest while he was rowing, 11 Your 

time has come. If the arbiter was anyone except the police, I would 

have guaranteed to punish you in front of all people; they are all on 

my side, except the real thieves, and that is my consolation for the 

eternal loss. I am your conscience, which you have sacrificed, but I 

need to organize myself, as you said before. ·Today I understand much 

of what I had not understood before of your.old words. My real 

tragedy is that in snite of the support of millions of people I find 

myself thrown in dark loneliness with nobody beside me, an imposs·ible 

loss. Even a bull et wi 11 not negate this absurdity, but it wi 11 be a 

26a1-Jala 1 Bridge: Joins downtown Cairo to al-Jizah section. 
Jala 1 means to expel; here the expelling of the British from the 
country. 



suitable, bloody objection anyway, in order for both the dead and the 

living ones to feel good and in order for them not to lose the last 

hope." 

He directed the boat toward a spot almost facting the palace. 
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He jumped to the ground, drew the boat to the bank, and climbed the 

side cliff to the Nile bank, very confident and relaxed in his official 

uniform. The coast was clear; there was no sign of any detective 

around the palace, a thing which gave him a feeling of comfort, though 

not without some anger. It was very dark around the palace except for 

the main door lamp, which made him sure that the owner of the palace 

had not come back yet, and that would free him from breaking into the 

house, and would make everything easier for him. With a normal step 

he walked to the street on the left side of the palace, and then he 

went to al-J1zahStreet, toward the other street on the left side of 

the palace, coming back to the Nile bank while he examined the whole 

place very carefully. He went toward a tree where he hid himself in 

a dark spot away from the street lamp and ~va i ted. His eyes were fixed 

on the palace all the time, except for some moments when he wanted to 

relax his eyes by looking at the black surface of the water. In his 

mind there were many thoughts about Ra'Gf's treason, the trick which 

destroyed his life, the loss that was revolving around him, and the 

death that was blocking his way and thoughts of how all these facts 

together had made the death of Ra'Gf necessary. He was following 

every coming car with his eyes while he was getting ready to attack. 

Finally a car stopped in front of the main gate of the palace and the 

janitor pulled the car door open wide. Saeed ran toward the street on 

the left side of the palace; he walked close to the wall and then 
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stopped at a point by the side of the main stairs, where the man would 

get out of the car. The lamp was turned on and light flooded the whole 

entrance. Saeed took his gun out of his pocket and pointed it toward 

the target. The car door was opened and Ra'uf 'Elwan got out of the 

car. 

Saeed shouted, 11 Ra I uf! II 

Astonished, the man looked in the direction from which the voice 

came and Saeed shouted again, "I'm Saeed Mahran, take this." 

But at the same moment there was a bullet shot at him from the 

garden, the sound of which deafened his ears. This happened even 

before he used his gun. He was suddenly upset as he was firing his 

gun. He bent down rapidly to avoid the continuous flood of bullets. 

Desperately insistent, he raised his head, pointed his gun again and 

shot once hurriedly. All this took place in seconds, after which he 

·ran away as fast as he could toward the Nile bank. He jumped at the 

boat, pushed it into the water, and in the following seconds he was 

rowing with all his power toward the other bank of the Nile. His 

feelings rotated around him like a vortex, and his strength was 

··released directly and unconsciously from its deepest source. He 

thought that bullets were being shot, that some voices were gathering, 

and that some parts of his body were melting. The distance between 

the two banks of the Nile was narrow and he very soon reached the 

other bank where he jumped, leaving the waves to play with the boat. 

He went up the street with his hand clenched on the gun in his pocket. 

In spite of his feeling of disturbance he walked quietly and slowly, 

not even looking to his right or his left. He was sure that there 

were some footsteps rushing toward the shore, and that there were also 



some voices getting louder and louder over the bridge; Suddenly a 

mad whistle penetrated the lazy air. Every moment he expected to 

be chased by someone, but he got himself ready to play every probable 

role or to get himself into the final battle. Before anything could 

happen, he called a taxi and got into it. quickly. The moment he took 

his place in the car he felt a sharp pain, but in spite of that he 

felt safe. He sneaked into the house in complete darkness and threw 

himself on the sofa in his official uniform. The pain returned where 
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his hand felt a sticky liquid. Ugh ... did he stumble into something? 

A bullet? Behind the wall or while he was running away? He ran his 

hand on the injured spot and guessed that it was only a superficial 

bullet wound on the knee. He stood up in the darkness, took the 

uniform off, looked for his gallabiah on the sofa, and put it on. He 

walked up and down the room to make sure that his knee was a 11 right. 

In the old days you crossed Mahammad 'Ali Street running with a 

fresh bullet in your leg. You have the ability to do wonders; and you 

may also have the chance to escape. As for the wound, some powdered 

coffee27 will heal it. But have you hit another poor innocent. But 

Ra'uf 'Elw~n must have been killed because your hand never misses the 

target, as the desert behind the hill testifies. You will send a 

letter to the ne1t1spapers under the title "Why I Killed Ra'uf 'Elwan. 11 

Only then will life regain its lost meaning, because the bullet which 

kills Ra'uf 'Elwan kills all absurdity at the same time. Life without 

manners is like a universe without gravity. My only wish is to have a 

27 Powdered coffee is used in the Arab World as a common treatment 
to cease wound's bleeding. 
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meaningful death. 

Noor came in very exhausted, carrying a lot of food dainties and 

kissed him as usual. She smiled to welcome him, but her look was 
I 

suddenly frozen at the sight of the trousers. She put the parcel aside 

and said, "Blood!" 

He noticed that for the first time and uncovered his leg saying, 

11 A small scratch. I hit my leg on the taxi door. 11 

She shouted, "You went out in the uniform for some reason; you 

will not stop at anything, and I will die in agony." 

"Some ground coffee will cure this wound before sunrise. 11 

11 You are killing me before I die. Oh, when does this nightmare 

Very nervously, she put some ground coffee on the wound and then 

she wrapped it with a bandage taken from the pieces of the dress she 

was sewing. All night long she damned her luck. 

He told her, "Take a shower, it will make you feel good. 11 

"You never know what makes me feel good! 11 she said. 

By the time she came back to the bedroom he had drunk one third 

of the bottle and regained some composure. He addressed her, saying, 

11 Drink, I am here in a secure, plea·sant place away from the eyes of 

the police. 11 

As she was combing her wet hair she said sadly, "I am miserable. 11 

As he went on drinking, 11 Who could judge what tomorrow will bring? 11 

11 0ur work! 11 

11 Nothing, nothing except· being near you, a thing which I cannot 

spare. 11 

"You just say so! 11 



"And more, you are a heaven in the middle of the bullets which 

chased me. 11 

She heaved a deep sigh. 11 I must admit, though, that you are a 

very good lady." 

Saeed said, "I am miserable, I wish· to have nothing more than to 

see you in safety." 

"We sti 11 have a chance." 

"To run away. Think of running away. 11 
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11 Yes, ... but let's wait until the dog closes his eyes." Then 

she added sharply, "But you go out without taking any precautions. You 

wish to kill your wife and the other man; and you won't kill them but 

you will throw yourself in danger. 11 

"What do you hear outside?'' 

"A taxi driver who defended you very enthusiastically, but he 

said that you have killed a weak, innocent man." 

He heaved an angry sigh and beckoned to her to drink. He then 

inquired, "What else have you heard?" 

''In the Nile boat house in which I spent so~e time one of them 

said about you that you put some life in our dull existence." 

"And you, what have you said? 11 

She looked at him reproachfully saying, "Not a word, I care for 

you, but you don't care for me, you don't love me. To me, you are 

dearer than myself and my life. All my life I haven't known happiness, 

except with you, but you prefer destruction to my love." 

She cried with the glass in her hand, but he embraced her and 

whispered into her ear, "I will not break my promise. We vvill run 

away and live together forever." 



Chapter XV 

What big headlines and exciting photographs, as if it were the 

biggest piece of news all the newspapers were patiently waiting for. 

They asked Ra 1 uf 'E1wan, who answere that Saeed Mahran was a servant 

at the students• building when he, Ra'uf, was living there, and that 

he used to take good care of him. Ra'uf also said that Saeed visited 

him after he got out of jail, asking for help, and that he gave him 

some money to start a new life with. But Saeed tried to break into 

his house on the same night. Ra'uf said that he caught him, but 

decided to release him out of mercy, but he, Saeed, finally came to 

kill him. The newspapers accused him of madness, megalomania, and 

bloodshed. His wife 1 s betrayal cost him his senses. He fired in

discriminately. Ra 1 uf 'Elwan was all right, but the poor guard 

dropped dead. Another innocent man. 

As Saeed read the piece of news, he cried, "Damn it! 11 
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The storm is gathering momentum. There is a big prize for anyone 

who can show the police your shereabouts. Reports warn the people 

against any kind of sympathy given to you. You are the most important 

thing in this world, and you will r.emain the same until you die. You 

are causing fear and awe, like a metaphysical phenomena. Bored people 

wi 11 get a moment of pl ea sure out of you. · As for your gun, it seems 

that it does not kill anybody but the innocent, and you will be its 

last victim. 

With a low voice he inquired, "Is that what they call madness? 11 

You always wished to destroy the whole world and turn it upside 

down, even when you were just a clown. Your victorious raids on the 

palaces used to intoxicate your proud head. And Ra 1 uf 1 s false words, 
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which you believed, turned your head. 

He was alone in thenight, and there was still some liquor in the 

bottle. He drank up the last drop. He stood in the darkness surrounded 

by a grave-like silence and he started to become dizzy. He felt that 

he could overcome all difficulties, sneer at death and play to a sweet 

and unknown tune. He talked to the darkness saying, "A wasted bullet 

put me in the center of the news. 11 

He went to the window and looked at the graveyard under the moon

light and cried, "Ladies and gentlemen, members of the jury, listen to 

me very carefully, because I have decided to defend myself, by myself. 11 

He went back to the center of the room, where he took his gallabiah 

because it was hot in the room and because of the increasing heat in 

his stomach due to what he had drunk. He felt the wound in his knee 

under the bandage, a thing which made him believe that the knee was 

about to be healed. He stared in the darkness and said, 11 ! am not like 

the rest behind these bars before me. Education and culture should 

receive special consideration in this court. As a matter of fact 

there is no difference between you and me except that you are out of 

·jail while I am in it and this is only a slight, insignificant differ

ence. The funny thing is that my dangerous teacher is nothing but a 

mean traitor and you have the right to wonder, but as it happends the 

cord which connects the electric bulb might be stained with the dirt 

of flies." 

He went to the sofa and threw himself on it. From a distance he 

heard a dog barking. But how would you believe in the honesty of 

your judges while there 1 s mutual hatred between them and you, a thing 

which has nothing to do with the public good? They ·are relatives of 
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the mean Ra 1 uf, and there is the distance of a country between you and 

them. And you ask for the victims• testimony. Rest assured that 

treachery has become a silent conspiracy. 

11 1 have not killed Ra 1 ~f 1 Elw~n 1 s servant; how could I kill a man 

I don't know and who does not know me? If Ra'uf 1 Elwan 1 s servant was 

killed, it is because he was Ra'uf 1 Elwan 1 s servant; as simple as that. 

Last night his ghost visited meand I was ashamed to show myself to 

him, but he told me that there are millions who kill others by mistake 

and for no reason. 11 

These words will be known to the world, words full of innocence. 

You are sure of what you are saying. Moreover, in their inner thoughts 

they believe that you're in the legal profession, one of the masters 

everywhere and always. A man evaluated, in terms of how much money he 

has only according to false principles. Be happy, because the judge 

on the left side is winking his eyes at you. 

11 ! will always seek Ra'uf 'Elwan's head, even if it were the last 

demand I ask from the hangman, even before seeing my daughter. My 

days are numbered. Therefore, I must not count what I have left of 

them by days because the days of a haunted person are feelings, 

feelings which. cherish his loneliness .. 

The sentence will not be harder than Sana's rejectipn; she killed 

you before the hangman could. Millions gave you their silent sympathy, 

a sympathy which is like the wishes of the dead. Don't they forgive 

the gun its mistake while it is their God? 

"By killing me, they are.killing millions. I am the dream, the 

hope, and the ransom of cowards. I am the example, the consolation, 

and the tears which betray the one who sheds them. To say I am mad 



must include all of those sympathetic people, so, examine the reasons 

for this mad phenomena and then give your judgment, whatever it might 

be, II 

His dizzine.ss increased. He ended up by reassuring himself that 

he was great in the full sense of the word, a tremendous greatness 

which should last after death. The madness of his greatness was 

blessed by the living energy in the roots of the plants, the veins of 

animals, and the hearts of men. 
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Suddenly, he was overtaken by sleep. He did not realize that he 

really slept until he was awakened by a light flooding the whole room. 

He opened his eyes to find Noor standing there, casting a blank look 

at him, with her mouth open and her back bent in desperation. She 

looked like a true symbol of disappointment and loss. She had heard 

of the last murder, and that made her lose her breath. 

"You are more cruel than I thought; I don't understand you, but 

by Allah have mercy on me and kill me. 11 He sat down on the sofa without 

uttering a word. 11 You are thinking of murder not of escaping, and you 

are going to be killed. Do you think that you are going to defeat the 

· authorities with their soldiers.in the streets in great numbers? 11 

"Sit dovm, let's talk calmly. 11 

"Where should calm be? Besides, what are we going to talk about? 

Everything is over. Please kill me to end my torture." 

"Nothing will ever harm you. 11 He told her with calm tenderness. 

"I will not believe a word of what you say. Why did you kill the 

janitor?" 

11 ! didn't mean to do him any harm! 11 he said sharply~ 

"And the other? Who is Ra'uf 'Elwan? vJhat is between you both? 
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Was there any relationship between him and your wife? 11 

He gave a dry laught like a cough, 11 A funny idea! There are some 

other reasons. He is a traitor al so, but of another kind. I can 1 t 

make you understand everything. 11 

She said angrily, 11 But you can torture me till death. 11 

11 1 said sit down so that we can talk calmly. 11 

11 You still love your wife, that traitor, but you are torturing me. 11 

He said painfully, "Noor, don't increase my torture, I am very 

disturbed. 11 

She was silent, deeply moved by his pained state, which she had 

never seen before. Then very sadly, she said, 11 ! feel that I am 

losing everything dear to me in life. 11 

11 Nonsense. It's just your fear, but an adventurer like me does 

not take heed of difficult'ies, I will remind you of that. 11 

She asked tearfully, 11 When? 11 

Pretending unlimited confidence, he said, 11 Sooner than you think. 11 

He bent toward. her and drew her to him. He put his forehead 

close to hers, until his nose was full of the smell of liquor and 

sweat. He was not disgusted, and he kissed her with honest and deep 

sympathy. 



Chapter XVI 

Although it was almost dawn, Noor had not come back yet. He was 

tired of thinking and waiting until he felt drowsy. Suddenly the 

darkness was dispelled as an ominous question occurred to. him. Could 

the promised reward play havoc with Noor's heart? 
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His blood has been polluted with distrust to the last drop. And 

treason has become like the smell of a dusty storm on a hot summer day. 

How many times in the past did he think that Nabawiya was his own? 

Maybe in reality she never loved him, even at the time of the lonely 

palm tree at the end of the field. But in spite of all this, Noor 

will not betray him or give him up to the police to get the reward, 

because she's getting old and bored with her life and she longs for 

true love and sympathy. He shouldn't mistrust Noor, but when will she 

come back? · 

You're starving, thirsty, and it's so hard to wait. It is similar 

to that day when you stood by the tree waiting. Waiting for Nabawiya, 

and she didn't turn up. Bitfng your fingernailsf you went around the 

old Turkish lady's house. Out of desperation you were almost going to 

break the door open. When you saw ~er coming, an overwhelming joy 

overcame you. a kind of intoxicating bliss ·that penetrated your whole 

being. Tears were mixed with smiles and confidence with. overwhelming 

happiness .. Do not remember that time of the palm tree. It is gone now. 

Years of blood, bullets, and madness separate you from that past time. 

Hbw awful waiting is in this dark hot evenihg .. It seems that 

Noor does not want to come back to save him from the agony of loneli

ness, darkness, starvation, and thirst. 
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In spite of everything, he s·lept -- despairing of any possibility 

for remorse. When he opened his eyes again, daylight was already 

flooding the window-panes, and the room was getting warmer. Alarmed, 

he jumped abruptly to the floor and moved to the bedroom where he 

found everything as it was the night before. He looked around the 

apartment. No, Noor hadn 1 t come back yet. I wonder where this woman 

spent her night? What kept her from coming! Why should he be in this 

isolated and lonely prison? In spite of his restlessness he was 

starving. He went to the kitchen where he found, in the dirty dishes, 

some crumbs of bread, some tiny pieces of meat still sticking to the 

bones, and some parsley. He greedily finished everything and licked 

the bones like a dog. The day was over as he was wondering about her 

absence and about whether she would be back. Sometimes he sat and 

he walked around at other times. He could not find a thing to do to 

pass his time except to look through the window at the cemetery, to 

follow the funerals, and to count the graves in vain. Evening 

approached, but she had not come back yet. That did not happen without 

reason; where was Noor? He was torn by anxiety; depression, and hunger. 

No doubt Noor is in some kind of trouble, but she must solve her 

prob 1 em and come back, or how could 1 ife go on without her! 

Just after midnight he stealthily left the house. He crossed the 

desert toward Taraz~n 1 s Cafe. In the usual place he whistled three 

times and waited until Mu'lim Taraz~n came to him. The man shook 

hands with him and said, 11 Be very careful, informers are everywhere. 11 

11 1 want some food! 11 

11 Dear me! Hungry? 11 

11 Yes, It 1 s hard times, Mu 1 lim! 11 



11 1 will send the boy to fetch you some kebab, but it really is 

dangerous for you to be out. 11 

11 In the old times, we came through more dangers, you and 

me. 11 

11 No, the last campaign turned the whole world over your 

head. 11 

11 It has always been like that." 

"But it is bad luck to attack a man who occupies a very high 

position. 11 
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He said good-bye to Saeed and left. An hour later he brought the 

food which Saeed ate with great appetite. He sat on the sand under 

the full moon. He looked from a distance at the light coming from 

Tarazan's Cafe over the hill and imagined the gathering of the people 

in the room. 

He really does not like loneliness. And he, among people, grows 

bigger and bigger, like a giant, practicing love, leadership, and 

heroism. Without this he cannot enjoy life. But Noor, has she come 

back? Is she ever going to come back? Will he go back to her, or to 

his killing loneliness? 

He stood up, shook the dust out of his trousers, and walked 

toward the forest to go back to the road which goes round Madafin 

al-Shaheed from the western side. In the place where he first 

attacked Beyaza, two persons came out of nowhere. They suddenly 

jumped toward him until he was surrounded on both sides. One of them 

said, in a sophisticated country accent, 11 Stop. 11 

The other shouted, 11 Your identification card! 11 
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The first person then directed a flashlight at his face. He bent 

his head down as if he were protecting his eyes from the light and in 

an unexpected roughness at the same time he cried, "Who are you? 

Speak up." 

The two men were surprised by this demanding accent, but they 

recognized his clothes in the light of the flashlight. The first one 

said, "Very sorry, officer, we did not recognize your identity in the 

shado\'/ of the forest!" 

He shouted rough 1 y, 11 vJho a re you? 11 

They quickly replied, 11 From al-Waiely police force, Sir. 11 

Though the light was out, he read something suspicious in the 

other one's face. He saw him looking at him with great concentration, 

as if he suspected something. He was afraid to lose the chance and 

without any hestitation he dealt two strong blows with his fists in the 

stomachs of the two men, both at the same time. They staggered. 

Before they could collect themselves he went on beating them in their 

weakest spots, their jaws and the upper part of their stomachs, until 

they fell down and fainted. Then he ran away as fast as he could. 

He made for Najm al-Dln Street and stood at its curve for some time to 

make sure that nobody was following him. He went back to the house, 

but found it as empty as he had left it. He found dese~tion, anxiety, 

and depression waiting for him. He took off his jacket and thre him

self on the sofa in the darkness. He asked himself in a sad and loud 

voice, "Noor, where are you?" 

She can't be safe, impos~ible! Have the police captured her? 

Have some rascals beaten her? She is in trouble. With his instinct 

and his heart, he believed this. He would not see Noor any more. 



Despair chbked him and he was extremely sad, not because he was very 

soon going to lose his secure hideaway~ but because he would lose 

sympathy, love, and human kindness. With his eyes in the darkness, 

he imagined her with her sweet smile, her joking air, her love, and 

her misery. His heart thumped. He realized that he loved her more 
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than he would admit, and that she was an essential part of his life 

staggering on the edge of the abyss. He closed his eyes in the darkness 

and admitted to himself that he was in love with her, and that he would 

sacrifice anything to get her back safely. He heaved an angry sigh, 

saying to himself, 11 Who would care for her loss! 11 

She won't even get a look of sympathy. A woman with no support in 

life, amidst an ocean of indifference and hostility. And Sana', too 

might find herself one day with no one to care for her. His heart 

beat rapidly in anger and fear. He took his gun and pointed it at 

nothing in the darkness, as if he were warning the unknown. 

The delirium of silence and darkness soon exhausted him until he 

was overcome by sleep just toward dawn. He opened his eyes in daylight 

and he realized that someone was knocking at the door. He got up, very 

disturbed, and then walked on his toes to the entrance of the apartment 

while the knocking on the door was still going on. 

A woman 1 s voice ca 11 ed loudly, "Madame Noor, Madame Noor! 11 

Who is the woman and what does she want? He went back to the 

room and came back with his gun as a precaution. 

But suddenly a man's voice was heard, "Maybe she went out." 

But the woman said, 11 At this time she is usually at home, and she 

hasn't been late paying her rent. 11 

It was the landlady. The woman knocked angrily on the door and 
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said, 11 Today is the fifth of the month and I will not be patient any 

more! 11 Together with the man she went away while they were exchanging 

threatening words. 

Saeed realized that chance incidents chased him like the police. 

The woman would not wait any longer before she found one way or 

another to get into the apartment. He thought the best thing to do 

was leave the apartment at his earliest convenience. But where to? 



Chapter XVII 

In the afternoon, and then in the evening the landlady came back 

-to knock at the door. Then she came back again, saying, 11 No, no, 

Madame Noor, everything must have an end. 11 At midnight he sneaked 
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out of the house. Although he had lost confidence in everything, he 

walked normally and slowly, as if he were taking a stroll. He thought, 

more than once, that the pedestrians and the loafers were nothing but 

informers. He was ready to enter his last desperate battle. He had 

no doubt that after yesterday 1 s battle the police were occupying the 

whole area of Tarazan 1 s Cafe. Thus he went to the mountain road. He 

was starving and he found himself thinking of Sheikh iAli al-Jenaid1's 

place as a temporary hiding place to give himself time for thinking 

and action. He sneaked to the back yard of the silent house. At that 

moment, and only then, did he remember that he had forgotten his 

officer's uniform in the living room at Noor 1 s house, a matter which 

made him very angry, but he went on to the Sheikh 1 s room. He saw the 

Sheikh sitting in the shade of the lamp in the corner where he usually 

performs his prayers, murmuring. He went to the wall of the room where 

he had left his books and sat down, very exhausted. 

The Sheikh went on in his murmuring as Saeed said, 11 Good evening, 

Master. 11 

The Sheikh raised his hand to his head as to greet him without 

interrupting his prayers. Saeed said, 11 Master, I am hungry. 11 

He thought that he interrupted his prayers and glanced at him 

with blank eyes and then signaled with his chin to a cupboard on 

which Saeed saw some figs and bread. He approached_the food without 
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hesitation and eagerly finished it. He looked at the Sheikh still with 

an expression of hunger. The Sheikh asked, "po you have any money?" 

11 Yes, I do." 

"Go and buy something to eat.•! 

He silently went back to his place and the Sheikh looked at him 

for sometime and asked, "~~hen will you settle down?" 

"Not on the surface of this earth. 11 

"That is why you are hungry in spite of the money you have. 11 

"So what?" 

"As for me, I was reciting some poetry about grief and sadness, 

but with a happy heart. 11 

"You are a happy Sheikh. 11 Then with anger he burst out, "The 

rascals have escaped! How could I settle down?" 

"How many are they?" 

"Three. 11 

11 Blessed be this life if it has only three rascals." 

''There are many, but my rivals are only three.'' 

11 Then no one has escaped." 

11 ! am not responsible for this world. 11 

11 You are responsible for this world and the next. 11 

He heaved an impatient sigh. 

The Sheikh said, "Patience is a virtue. 11 

Saeed murmured sadly, "The criminals are safe, but the innocents 

fall down." 

The Sheikh asked, after hearing a sigh, "When do we achieve 

peace of mind and accept the judgment?" 

Saeed answered, "When the judgment is just." 



11 He is always just. 11 

Saeed moved his head angrily and murmured, "Unfortunately, the 

rascals have escaped, how bad!" The Sheikh smiled but did not say a 

word. 

Then Saeed said in a new tone of voice, to change the subject, 

11 I wi 11 sleep with my face to the wa 11 , I don 1 t want to be seen by 
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any of your disciples. I am taking refuge at your place; protect me! 11 

The Sheikh mercifully said, 110nly God gives refuge. 11 

He asked him, 11 Would you give me up? 11 

11 God forbid. 11 

Then he inquired in despair, 11 Can you save me?" 

"You can save yourself if you want. 11 

Saeed whispered to himself, 11 I kill the innocents." Then in a 

loud voice, "Can you straighten up the shadow of something bent?" 

The Sheikh said tenderly, "I don't care about shadows!" The 

place swarmed in silence and the moonlight overflowed through the small 

round window. The Sheikh, \'Jith a soft low voice murmured, 11 It is 

nothing but your temptation." 

Saeed said that the Sheikh will always find what to say, and your 

house, Master, is not secure although you are security itself; I have 

to escape whatever it might cost me. 

But you, Noor, let chances preserve you if you need justice and 

mercy. But how did I forget the uniform? You wrapped it to take it 

with you, so how did you forget it at the last moment? You really have 

lost the best of your charact~r through loneliness, darkness, and 

anxiety. But they might find in the uniform the first thread that 

leads to you. The dogs might smell it and then spread in the four 



corners of the earth in order for the tragedy to be completed so that 

newspaper readers might find something to spend the time with. 
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Suddenly the Sheikh murmured sadly, "I have asked you to turn your 

head up to the sky, but here, you prefer to bury your face in the wa 11." 

"But don't you remember anything about what I've just told you 

about the rascals?" 

"And call thy Lord to mind when thou forgettest . . . 11 said the 

Sheikh. 

Saeed then looked down very sadly and asked himself how he ever 

forgot the uniform. Troubling ideas came back to his mind. 

The Sheikh said, as if he were talking to another person, "It was 

asked, would any charm or any medicine protect you against what God 

ordained?" He answered, "It's ordained." 

"What do you mean?" Saeed asked. 

He said in a sorry voice. "Your father could always understand 

what I mean!" 

Saeed said abruptly, "Too bad that I have not found enough food 

here. Too bad that I have forgotten the uniform. Also, I find it 

difficult to understand you and I will bury my face in the wall, but 

I am sure that I am right. 11 

With sympathy the Sheikh smiled and said, "He, my ~1aster, said: 

1 ! look at the mirror everyday for fear of finding that my face turned 

into black. 111 

"No, it is my Master, himself! 11 

He asked sarcastically, "How could the rascals look at the mirror 

every minute?" 

The Sheikh bent his head as he was reciting, "It is only your 



temptation. 11 

Saeed closed his eyes saying to hjmself, 11 I am really tired, but 

I- will never be relaxed until I get the uniform back. 11 
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Chapter XV I II 

He got so exhausted that he slept in spite of his insistence on 

bringing the uniform. He got up before noon, but he had to wait till 

evening. At the same time he planned an escape, but he also had to 

wait for a long time until the police left Tarazan 1 s territory, 

because Tarazan was the core of his plan. Just after midnight he went 

to Najm al-D1n Street, where he saw some light coming through the 

apartment's window. Astonished, he looked through the window until 

he was sure of what he had seen. His heartbeats were so loud they 

deafened his ears. A wave of happiness came over him until it took 

him out of the nightmare. 

Noor is there. Where has she been? He will know the reasons of 

her disappearance. She came back! Now, she is asking herself about 

his whereabouts, suffering the waves of hell in which he was burned. 

His heart assures him that she has returned. The sadness of despera

tion wi 11 soon vanish for sometime and maybe forever, and he wi 11 take 

her in his arms and will admit his love. 

He sneaked into the house, drunk with the happiness and victory 

of her homecoming. He took the stairs, dreaming of unlimited happiness. 

He would run away with her, settle down for a long time and then, he 

would come back one day to settle with his enemies. He approached the 

door of the apartment breathless. 

I love you Noor, I love you with all my heart. Mine is a much 

greater love than yours.· In your arms I will bury my loss -- the 

betrayal of the rascals and the rejection of my daughter. 

He knocked at the door. The door was opened to show a man 1 s 

face, a short man in his underwear. Saeed almost collapsed. The 



man stared at him and asked, 11 Who are you, Sir? 11 

Very soon a suspicious and firghtened look replaced the inquisi

tive cine. Saeed was sure the man was going to recognize him; without 

hesitation, he blocked the man's mouth with his left hand and hit him 

in his stomach with the other hand. He dragged him with his hands 
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to the door-step to avoid making any noise. He thought of getting into 

the room to look for the uniform, but he was not sure that it was empty. 

Suddenly a woman's voice asked from inside the apartment, 11 What is 

it, Mua 1 1 im?'' 

He turned desperately and jumped down the stairs to get out. He 

ran through the Factories Road until he reached the Mountain Road. 

There he thought he saw some people moving in the dark. He prostrated 

himself under a wall. When he made sure that there was no trace of a 

human being on the road, he started to move. He sneaked again to the 

Sheikh's house. The Sheikh sat in his usual corner of the room, waiting 

for the dawn prayer calling. Saeed took off his suit and lay on the 

mat, burying his face in the wall in a desperate attempt to sleep. 

The Sheikh said, "Go to sleep. For people like you, sleep is a 

kind of worship." Saeed kept silent. The Sheikh murmured, 11 Praise be 

to Allah." 

Saeed kept awake until dawn, when he heard the calling of the 

milkman. He did not realize that he went to sleep until he had a night

mare. When he opened his eyes, he found the pale light of the gas 

lamp spread over the room like mist. He realized that he had only 

slept for an hour. He looked at the Sheikh's bed, but discovered that 

it was empty. Near his pi 1 e of books he saw some meat, figs, and a 

jar of water. Thank you, Master. But when did you get this food? 
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Outside the room he heard voices and looked out. To his astonish

ment, he saw the followers of the Sheikh sitting on mats. A worker was 

lighting the gas lamp on top of the outside door. God, it is sunset 

not dawn, which means that I slept all day without knowing it. 

He had slept very deeply. He postponed thinking of anything until 

he ate. He devoured the food and drank to his satisfaction, then he 

put on his suit, leaned his back on his books and stretched his legs. 

Soon, his head was croweded with thoughts of the forgotten uniform, 

the man who opened the door of Noor's apartment, Sana', Noor, Ra'uf, 

Nabawiya, 'Ela1sh, the informers, Taraz~n, and the car with which he 

would break through the siege. 

There is no place now for patience or .hesitation. You have to get 

in touch with Tarazan tonight at nay price, even if you have to creep 

to him on the sand. Tomorrow the police will turn the mountain upside 

down looking for him, but terror will overcome the rascals. 

He heard the clapping of a man outside, and the men suddenly 

became silent. Sheikh 'All al-Jinaid1 repeated 11 Allah11 three times. 

The others repeated after him, 11Allah, 11 as they formed a circle to 

·start their religious chanting. The chanting became faster, louder, 

and then accelerated more until it became like the sound of a train 

going at high speed. This went on for some time until its momentum 

weakened bit by bit. The tempo slowed down until the whole movement 

died away in silence. A solemn voice then chanted some verses. 

"Alas life has come to an end, and I couldn't win your favor/ 

Life is but a fluctuating experience. One day fair and happy and the 

other you're miserable." Cries of admiration were heard in the corners. 

Another voice chanted. "Enough suffering to languish in love/ Trapped 



between my longing for you and my dest1ny. 11 

Cries of admiration were heard again. Chanting went on until 

the Sheikh clapped again, calling for the resumption of the ritual. 

The name of God was then mentioned over and over again. 
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Saeed kept listening until it was dark. Remembrances over

~hadowed his mind like clouds. He remembered the image of his father, 

Mahran, swaying with the performers of the ritual. The boy, Saeed, 

sat at the palm tree watching the scene with his eyes wide open. Out 

of the darkness images of immortality in the shadow of God erupted. 

Great hopes glittered in the darkness, casting off the dust of forget

fulness. Under the sole palm tree in the district street, there were 

heard tender whispers like joys of a new dawn. Little Sana• talked in 

his arms in a ravishing, primitive tone. Burning breaths blew from 

the depths of hell. Then severe blows of pain were felt. Chants of 

the singers went on, followed each time by the sighs of the men 

performing the ritual. 

11 Life has come to an end, and I couldn't win your favor. 11 

This gun in my pocket will have to be reckoned with. It must 

.win victory over treachery and corruption. For the first time the thief 

will chase the dogs. 

An ugly voice came from the little window. He heard voices 

saying, 11 The whole area iS besieged. 11 

11 As if it were war days. 11 

"Saeed Mahran. 11 

As if electrified, he shrank as his hand clasped his gun. He 

was all ears. He looked around. A crowded place, suitable for 

detectives. 



I must not let events overtake me. They are now examining the 

uniform, and they have dogs with them. In here, you're vulnerable, 

bare and exposed to the danger of being seen. If the desert road is 

full of police, then at a short distance lies the valley of death. 

I'll fight to death. 

He got up, approaching the door. Everybody was busy performing 

the ritual, and the corridor to the door was empty. He slipped out 
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of the door and went into the road. He turned left, pretending to 

walk calmly, and went down toward the cemetery. The night was dark 

and the moon was not up yet. Darkness was a wall, blocking the road. 

As he plunged into the cemetery, he found himself in a labyrinth of 

infinity with nothing to guide his steps. He stumbled, unable to know 

whether he was going backward or forward. In spite of h·is feeling 

that there was no glimpse of hope, he felt very active and energetic. 

He heard voices carried over by the warm air. He wished he could hide 

in one of the tombs, but he went on walking. He feared dogs and 

therefore he was unable to stop. After some minutes' walk, he found 

himself at the end of the last row of tombs, where he was confronted 

with the familiar sight of the northern entrance of the cemetery lead

ing to Najm a1-orn Street. Yes, this is Najm a1-orn Street, and this 

is the sole house standing there. 

streak of light coming out of it. 

There is the window open, with a 

He looked carefully and saw the 

head of a woman .in the window. Although he could not define the 

features, the face reminded him of Noor. His heart started to beat 

quickly and strongly. Did Noor come back or did his eyes mislead him 

as his heart did yesterday? 

You've become uncertain of everything, which is a sign that the 



end is approaching. If it is Noor, what of it? You only want her to 

take care of San~• if your hour comes. 

At the risk of revealing his identity, he decided to call her. 

Before he could raise his voice, he heard the barking of dogs at a 

distance. Then the barking continued, like the sound of successive 

bullets. He went back, terrified, to the middle of the cemetery. 

The barking became louder and louder. He leaned his back on a tomb 

and pointed his gun, staring in the darkness, sure of the end. 

At last the dogs have come and there is no hope. The rascals 

have got away with what they did, even for a while. He utters his 

last word. Life is an absurdity. 

It was impossible to know where the barking came from; it was 

carried by the wind from everywhere. No hope to escape darkness by 

running into darkness. 
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The rascals are safe and your life is an absurdity. The voice 

and barking come nearer. Soon, glances of envy and gloating will fall 

upon your face. 

He moved his gun angrily as the barking of the dogs got louder 

and came nearer. A strong light flooded the place in a circular move

ment. He shut his eyes and threw h'imse 1f under, the tomb. 

A victorious voice shouted, 11 Surrender! No use of resistance. 11 

The ground shook under the heavy feet of policemen, and the flood 

light spread like the sun. 11 Surrender, Saeed!" 

He stuck closer to the tomb and got ready to shoot. He looked 

everywhere as a solemn voice cried. 11 If you surrender, I promise you 

humane treatment. 11 Humane treatment like that of Ra 1 uf, Nabawiya, 

and the dogs! 



176 

11 You're surrounded on all sides. The whole cemetery is surrounded 

by police. Think carefully and surrender." 

He was sure that the scattered tombs would not enable the police 

to see him. He didn't move and intended to die. 

A firm voice asked, ''Don't you see that resistance is of no use." 

He felt that the voice was nearer than before. 

Unv1illingly, he cried, "Beware of coming nearer!" 

"Well, what do you want?" 

"Choose between death and standing before justice." 

Saeed cried contemptuously, "Justice!" 

"Your're obstinate. You have only one minute." 

His agonized, frightened eyes saw the shadow of death penetrating 

the darkness. Sana' cringed without hope. He felt a deceptive 

movement. He ~ecame angry and fired his gun. Bullets were immediately 

everywhere around him, and the sound of bullets pierced his ears. 

Stone chips from the tombs flew in the air. He shot again, unaware of 

anything, but soon bullets rained down on him. 

In madness he cried, "Dogs!" And he kept shooting in all 

·directions. 

The floodlight suddenly went off and darkness prevailed. The 

bullets also stopped and silence was everywhere. He stopped shooting 

indiscriminately. Silence wrapped the shole world and a state of 

stunning strangeness overcame the world~ He asked himself . . but 

soon enough there was no place for more questions. There was no hope. 

He thought for a moment that they retreated and disappeared in the 

darkness, and that he must have emerged victorious. The darkness 

became more dense. He couldn't see anything, not even the shadows 
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of tombs. 

Nothing wants to be seen. He delved deep into infinity without 

hope, purpose,,or aim. He tried hard to be in control of everything, 

but in vain. At last he had no other way but surrender. He surrendered 

indifferently ... indifferently. 
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