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The Prize

he International Prize for Arabic Fiction (IPAF) is the most
prestigious and important literary prize in the Arab world. It aims
to reward excellence in contemporary Arabic creative writing and to
encourage the readership of high-quality Arabic literature internationally
through the translation and publication of winning and shortlisted
novels in other major languages. IPAF was launched in April 2007 with

the Booker Prize Foundation as its original mentor.

Currently sponsored by the Abu Dhabi Arabic Language Centre,
the governance and management of the Prize is the responsibility of its
Board of Trustees, whose members include leading figures from both
the Arab and international world of books and literature. Day-to-day
oversight and administration are undertaken by the Administrator, who
is appointed by the Trustees.

Each year the Board of Trustees selects a new panel of five judges
who are responsible for the selection of the longlist, shortlist, and
winner. The panel changes every year. To help ensure the independence
and integrity of the selection process, the judges remain anonymous
until the longlist is announced. The shortlisted authors each receive
$10,000 US. The winning author goes on to receive a further $50,000



US, with a commitment that IPAF will meet the cost of translation of
the winning novel into English to help underwrite its publication for
an English-speaking readership.

In addition to the annual prize, IPAF supports literary initiatives
including its Nadwa (writers’ workshop) for emerging writers from
across the Arab world. Established in 2009, the Nadwa was the first of
its kind for Arab writers. Each Nadwa results in new fiction by some
of the Arab world’s most promising authors, some of whom have gone
on to be shortlisted and even win the Prize. Nine Nadwas have taken
place in Abu Dhabi (eight under the patronage of His Highness Sheikh
Hamdan bin Zayed Al-Nahyan and in 2017 supported by Abu Dhabi
Music and Arts Foundation). Others have been held in Jordan, Oman,
and Sharjah, in partnership with, respectively, the Abdul Hameed
Shoman Foundation, the Muscat Cultural Club, the Department of
Culture—Sharjah Government, and the Sharjah Book Authority.

For more information:
www.arabicfiction.org
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Abu Dhabi Arabic
Language Centre

The Abu Dhabi Arabic Language Centre

he Abu Dhabi Arabic Language Centre (established following a

directive from the President of the United Arab Emirates and Ruler
of Abu Dhabi as part of the Department of Culture and Tourism - Abu
Dhabi) works to support Arabic language development and modernisation
through comprehensive strategies and frameworks, enrich the scientific,
educational, cultural, and creative contributions of the Arabic language,
promote Arabic language proficiency and cultural understanding, and
support Arab talents in the fields of writing, translation, publishing,
scientific research, arts, content creation and organisation of book fairs.
The Centre works to realise its foundational vision through dedicated
programmes, human expertise, and meaningful partnerships with the
world’s most prestigious technical, cultural, and academic institutions.



Foreword

his year’s shortlist opens new windows onto the contemporary
Arabic literary scene. The works investigate history’s dark crevices
and bright expanses; the roots of tragedy that plagues contemporary Arab
life; the fragmentation of identity and the burdens of war, displacement,
and occupation. The shortlisted novels also demonstrate a sense of
awareness of the self and the Other, as well as the anxiety and inner
workings deep within our souls.
The six novels are enriched with experimentation, multilingualism,
dynamic characters, and by expressing the aspirations of freedom,
justice, and multiculturalism.

Bahbel: Makkah Multiverse 1945-2009

Raja Alem ends her novel the same way she begins it, by addressing
her reader and inviting them to become a partner in building the world
of the novel rather than being a passive recipient.

The novel transports us to the world of the Holy City as it undergoes
its most important transformations since the 1940s (still the age of
slavery) as represented by the Sirdar family across generations. At the
forefront is the tyrannical father who, with his female slave, has a
daughter named Sukkariyya.

The novel breaks down the barriers between reality and fiction, as
the characters experience love and hate, and oscillate between rebellion
and acquiescence. The central character, the grandson, Abbas, suffers



from schizophrenia; he has a constant spiritual companion (garin) and
struggles with his gender identity. Experimenting with cinematic narrative
art, Abbas makes a film about his aunts, but his destiny is suicide.

Suleima’s Ring

The structure of this novel by Syrian author Rima Bali integrates
multiple timelines and fuses stories, events and emotions.

It offers the reader an imaginative retelling of the myth of prophet
Suleiman’s ring, exploring music, love, and war in the characters’ lives,
starting with Selma who adores Aleppo’s perfumes and antiquities and
is in love with Shams Eldin, an Italian Sufi orientalist musician. After
years of Shams Eldin hiding his love, a passion grows between Selma
and Lucas, a Spanish photographer of Jewish origins. This passion is
interrupted for years until Lucas returns to Aleppo in 2012, after the
outbreak of war, and tragedy begins to weave together individual and
collective fates.

It is a novel imbued with the philosophy of love, Sufism, the arts,
and inter-religious and inter-cultural interactions.

The Seventh Heaven of Jerusalem

This novel by Palestinian author Osama Al-Eissa may be unique in
that it is primarily an encyclopedic narrative of Jerusalem, as represented
in documents, myths, news, oral traditions, daily sightings, and historic
engravings.

Although it is set in the period between the defeat of 1967 and the
1993 Oslo Accords, the novel also covers the defeat of 1948 and other
pivotal events in the history of Jerusalem. Thus, it presents a Palestinian
Canaanite narrative to counter the Zionist one.

In this historical epic, the characters are burned by tragedy. The
novel includes irony and fantasy, and enchants the reader with a flood
of stories and memories from a disturbed world where man’s ambition
and need are doubled—the need for safety, freedom, justice, friendship,



and love, away from the violation of identity, displacement, and the

bloodshed of the past and present.

A Mask, the Colour of the Sky

Taking what may well be an unprecedented approach, Palestinian
author Basim Khandagji constructs a framework for the Palestinian-
Israeli narrative. The novel achieves this through fiction on one hand
and by addressing burning and fateful questions on another. These are
the questions that face a Palestinian under occupation, as formulated
by Nur al-Shahdi, the young historian and archaeologist who writes
to his imprisoned friend, Murad, a researcher in Zionist colonialism.
The letters never arrive—they are imaginary.

Nur seeks to prove the historicity of Mary Magdalene who was
ostracized by the Church, and the research turns into a novel.

From Jerusalem to an archaeological dig exploring whether a
Palestinian village was turned into a settlement, Nur continues his
quest until he stumbles upon the blue identity card of Ur Shapira.
He also meets researcher Samaa, who declares her Palestinian identity,
in contrast to Nur masking his. The novel pulls aside the curtains to
reveal Palestinian reality and to bring Israeli reality face to face with
the question of its existence. The author, a prisoner in Israel’s jails, has
created a novel of imagination and freedom.

Gambling on the Honour of Lady Mitzi

Egyptian author Ahmed Al-Morsi begins his novel among the Bedouin,
where we are captivated by a legendary horse called Shamaa and her
soulmate, Fawzan, the jockey. Delightful scenes ensue in 1920s Cairo,
centering on the horse racing wagers where the jockey and his horse
are the heroes and the central characters become entangled. There is
discharged officer Selim Haqqi whose soul and life are in tatters; and
Lady Mitzi who drinks after the loss of her son in London, and because
of Fawzan’s similarity to him. Lady Mitzi is also in love with Selim,



while racing broker Marei al-Masri is attached to her.

The characters’ stories intertwine as they experience many adventures
and conflicts that are heightened by their interests and whims. Suspense
peaks as they fluctuate from the lowest dredges of society to its highest
echelons.

This is a wonderfully humane and historical novel.

The Mosaicist

Like a mosaic with its details, colours, forms, and secrets, so this too
is this novel by Moroccan author Eissa Nasiri, made up of the following
three manuscripts:

- The novel The Young Moor in which the writer Jawad takes us back
to the time of the Roman occupation in Morocco and highlights
the innovative mosaics by the indigenous Moors of the region.

- The novel Nights of Oualili that recounts the story of American
writer Ariadna Noel, who journeys in search of a missing mosaic.
She falls in love with Jawad and is then killed.

- The memoir of psychiatrist Nawal who writes about her patient
and lover Tihami.

In this rich narrative tapestry, questions arise about freedom, love,
history, art, writing, and the Other. Nasiri’s debut novel is a flowing
river of stories filled with suspense, ideas, and tension, spanning 18
centuries, and culminating in our time.

Nabil Suleiman
Chair of Judges, 2024
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Raja Alem

Raja Alem is a Saudi novelist born in Makkah, Saudi Arabia,
in 1975, who currently lives in Paris. She began her writing career
publishing work in the cultural supplement of the Riyadh newspaper
and formerly wrote experimental plays for the theatre. Her most
notable novels include The Silk Road (1995), The Holy Man,
Wahadanah (1998), Khatem (2007), The Doves’ Necklace (2010)
and Sarab (2018), which was published in English and German.
She has won a number of prizes including the Arabic Women’s
Creative Writing Prize in 2005, on the occasion of the 60th
anniversary of the founding of UNESCO. The Dove’s Necklace
(2010) won IPAF in 2011 and was translated into five languages.

11



Bahbel: Makkah Multiverse
1945-2009

by Raja Alem

The Al-Sirdars are a typical
example of an ancient and noble
family in Makkah. Into this family,
where the father controls every
aspect of their lives, a child is born
—Abbas (Bahbel)—as one of a pair
of twins; yet the midwife says the
other twin has ‘disappeared’. Abbas
grows up close to the women of the
family and decides to write about
their lives. Through this novel, we

see Makkah—and in particular, the
lives of women living there—from
1945 to 2009, a period of huge change in a city dominated by
the presence of sacred shrines.

ISBN: 978-614-472-239-8

Published by Dar Tanweer, Beirut, Lebanon, June 2023
Tel: 00961-3629590 Email: darattanweer@gmail.com
Translation Rights: the author

Email: rajaalem@gmail.com
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Jeddah, 4 July 2009

wenty-four pairs of eyes were fixed on the department head. Dr.

Rabib al-Basha al-Istanbuli, better known as Secular Sirdar, was
heading the meeting, dressed in a white #hobe, his corkscrew curls like a
headful of propellers. He was the only one among the faculty—maybe
even among the student body—who came to the university bare-headed,
without a ghutra (he would have, perhaps, even shown up to his lectures
in his jeans, but refrained out of some consideration for the dean). He
liked to joke that the ghurra is like a solar-powered pot, steaming up
the bald pates of young men in the Gulf and simmering their brains
into dull mush.

After the meeting, Dr. Sirdar took Al-Malik Road back home to
Basateen. Notorious for its deadly races, for the remains of young people
spattered and expensive cars crushed on its asphalt, it had become known
as Death Drive. Sirdar had yet to meet the angel of death on his daily
commute to and from work. He had invested his entire savings into his
new villa in Basateen—three million riyals for the construction, 1.25
million for the furniture—but did not feel any peace there.

His wife, Dalia, was out when he arrived—at the sports club, no
doubt, or at a charity bazaar. His daughter, Maram, was at a friend’s
house. His son was in his usual place: on the entertainment floor of the
villa, down in the basement. He was sitting in front of the computer
screen as always, playing Counter-Strike, an online multiplayer game.
Faisal had turned into a virtual reality character himself, devouring heaps
of spicy Pringles and downing can after can of Red Bull, growing ever
more enormous. He only came back to life when he played the guitar.

The Poker Face tracks that Faisal had been practicing all week were
stuck in Sirdar’s head. “Poker Face is a revolutionary rock band from
Allentown!” he would declare, scoffing at his family’s ignorance. “They’re
all about exposing dictatorships, government conspiracies, fake wars.
They stopped playing music for nine years to protest George W. Bush’s
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presidency. Their message is for people to keep their heads straight and
cool in the middle of all this craziness.”

Faisal was a teenager: he was all about the cool. He joined groups
to save Gaza, groups against famine, groups against the massacres in
Darfur. All of his activism took place on Facebook. He never left that
couch, never let go of the PlayStation controller, never parted from his
most faithful companion, the Freebox, with its inexhaustible supply
of videogames.

Mecca, 1946

Qumriyya is 11 years old, her face unveiled, trailing behind her
father, Mustafa Sirdar. She is carrying a large shopping basket, her eyes
drinking in the marvels of the market. Mustafa Sirdar pauses in front
of the funeral shop of Mirza the mortician, struck by what seems to be
an increased demand for shrouds.

“What happened? Was Azrael overly generous when he made his
morning rounds?”

Mirza lifts his head and smiles in greeting. His shrouds are colourfully
embroidered, like swaddles for newborns. Attached to each is a small
bundle containing rose, camphor, and herbs that Mirza gathers himself
from Mount Arafat, the Mountain of Mercy, where Gods descends every
Hajj. He ferments his magical concoctions with a touch of ash. This
ash, he believes, protects the dead from being feasted on by worms—
and perhaps even from the judgment of the angels Munkar and Nakir.

Mirza slows down as he makes his preparations. “It’s Sheikh al-Banna,
the master builder. May God have mercy on his soul—it ascended this
morning at dawn. As you know, he was a man endowed with a largeness,
a richness, of both body and spirit.” He weighs out the shroud-cover
in his hands. He had chosen a sumptuous fabric, almost as thick as a
carpet, and brilliantly blue. The shroud-cover varied from one person
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to another, depending on the life they had led. Dervishes and people of
God were covered with a light fabric; for worldly people and notables,
the cover was thicker, more lavish.

Sirdar studies Mirza. His body had become so mummified that it
was impossible to guess his age. It looked as though he had been in
that shop forever, recording every one of the city’s births: an endless
list of inevitable customers. Every newborn is destined for the grave.

Mirza adds a loofah to Sheikh al-Banna’s bundle and pushes it towards
the young messenger who was waiting for it, then turns back to Mustafa
Sirdar. “We have just received these loofahs from the depths of Abyssinia!
They scour the chill of Azrael off the dead.”

“Oh, if only they could keep Azrael away from the living as well.”

Mirza, suddenly animated, gestures to a young man in a lemon-
yellow thobe. “Shroud-boy, bring us some samples of the White Nile!”
The young man quickly hands him an armful of loofahs. Mirza’s eyes
widen with adoration whenever he looks at his son. He had named him
Shroud-boy so that death would despair of ever reaching him. Every
newborn in Mecca was recorded on Mirza’s lists—except his own son.

Sheikh Laymoonia, the medicine man, had advised that the boy
should always be dressed in lemon-yellow clothes (his famous cure for
every ailment). “It’s the colour of life,” he had declared. “Our servants,
the jinn, returned from the pond of our Master Khidr, the Verdant
One, with this colour. It is said in the Quran that he was lemon-green
and never perished!”

From that day on, Shroud-boy was always dressed in lemon-yellow—
and became the laughing stock of all the other young men in Mecca,
who were always dressed in white.

Mirza selected a loofah from the bunch, as long as an arm. He
handed it to Sirdar with a wink.

“Soak this loofah with these aromatics in Friday’s washing water.
Use it for five Fridays in a row, and remember us in your prayers. It
will scrub the lethargy off your little man. Blood will pump through
his veins and the lifeless will rise again!”
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Sirdar takes the loofah and replies sarcastically, “No medicine can
raise the dead from the ashes.”

Sheikh Mirza casts a sad glance at the young girl struggling under
the weight of the basket. “May God preserve your own.” Embarrassed,
Mustafa Sirdar replies: “This is the daughter of the slave-girl. Her
mother grew up in our household.”

Disconcerted that she has suddenly become the centre of attention,
Qumriyya shifts impatiently from foot to foot. Shroud-boy gazes at
her, his eyes slipping down her budding body. “If you decide to sell this
one, she’ll bring in her weight in gold!” Qumriyya shoots him a look,
glaring derisively at his lemon-yellow zhobe. Her cutting look strikes
him square in the chest, a bolt of lightning.

“Sell her?!” Sirdar raises his voice. “How dare you, Shroud-boy? She
was born under our roof, and we’ve raised her like one of our own!
And as long as God gives me strength, her eyes will never close except
under my own roof, among her siblings.”

Shroud-boy stares at Qumriyya out of the corner of his eye, taking in
her glowing copper skin, her long lashes beating against her eyebrows,
her eyes lined with a God-given kohl. Sweat pearls on the back of his
neck at the sight of her full lips. He thinks to himself: “That’s the flame,
the kerosene flame”—and something catches fire inside him.

* k %

The story of the kerosene flame began with wailing. Wailing that
erupted ten years ago from inside the Sirdar household, tearing through
the silence of the night. Shadows were seen rushing out onto the rooftop
of that grand home. The neighbours recognized the silhouette of the
slave-girl, Farah. She had not yet finished her 40-day period of bed
rest following the birth of Qumriyya. She ran out onto the rooftop,
her head exposed, holding her newborn in one arm and a canister of
kerosene in the other. She lay the child down on the ground, yelling
out to awaken all the neighbours—“As God is my witness!”—as she
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poured kerosene onto the tiny body. A split second before she struck
a match, the eldest Sirdar daughter, Houriya, rushed in and snatched
the child away. The lit match fell to the ground, and the boys rushed
in to put out the flames. In the glow of the fire, the neighbours could
see the expression on the new mother’s face as she fell at Houriya’s feet,
moaning: “If he won’t acknowledge her, she’s better off dead!”

The girls eavesdropped from behind their mosquito nets. “Don’t
you worry about that. Whether or not my father acknowledges her,
she’s the daughter of this household.”

“He tried to blame his brother at first. He said: ‘Qumriyya is not
mine—she must be Abd al-Shakour’s!” And then after that he had the
gall to say, ‘She’s not mine’” and nothing else. Whose daughter is she,
then? The daughter of the jinn who lives in this house? The daughter
of the air?”

“She’s our daughter, our sister. Never mind all that.”

“Oh, dear Houriya. You really are like one of the houris of heaven.
The biggest heart in this house. All of us, men and women alike, run
to you when we have the slightest trouble. But you're also a sensible
soul and you know what it means that he is refusing to acknowledge
her. She will suffer less in death.”

“My father is just worried about upsetting my mother because he
was drawn to you, sweet as honey. But he’ll come round eventually.”

“So it didn’t occur to my mistress Sakina to wonder where I got this
child from? I haven’t left this house once since you bought me when
I was just a tiny seed, 20 years ago! I can’t live in a house where my
child is cut off from her roots. Either she dies so she does not have to
suffer, or you take me to the prophet’s grave in al-Baqi so that I can
seek out his help—and I leave her to you so you can sell her off, your

own flesh and blood!”
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Lunch on the rooftop, under the open sky. In front of a dozen of
his children, and in the presence of three of his siblings, and before
Mustafa Sirdar reached out for the first bite, he made an announcement:
“Qumriyya is mine. She was conceived in my bed, with Farah the
slave-girl.”

All around the table, there was a sharp intake of breath. The witnesses
did not exhale. His wife, Sakina, turned away, as though she was suddenly
deaf. She busied herself with cutting the round discs of flatbread stuffed
with meat into triangles. Then she placed the most perfect piece on her
husband’s plate: a sign of submission.

He continued, “Come, Qumriyya. From now on, you’ll sit with us
at the table and eat with your siblings.”

Standing at the door leading out onto the roof, Qumriyya hesitated.
She was not used to eating warm food. She always ate the leftovers with
her mother and the other slaves, after her siblings were done with their
meal and it had grown cold.

She hid behind a glass of water and sipped at it throughout the meal,
head bowed, then sprang up to clear the table as soon as her father was
done. She went to bed that night as the master’s daughter, but with a
stomach that was empty and pierced through with a fear that she could
not explain. From that day on, she was destined to understand that
the only true fullness was the fullness of joy of a bird in flight; that the
only real hunger was hunger for the road, for the eyes of passers-by who
do not know her. Her father’s acknowledgement became a prison; the
strict laws of lineage closed in around her. She was no longer allowed
to leave the house without a veil.

“But Master Mustafa’s acknowledgement exposed her to the evil eye.
They possessed her, you-know-who, and made her break the rules, fly
out of the house unveiled.” Farah dares not utter the word ‘jinn’ lest
they appear.

After that incident of rebellion, the medicine man, Sheikh Laymoonia,
was summoned. “The name Qumriyya is full of heat: a wick drenched
in kerosene. I would advise you to call her Sukkariyya, the sugared
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one: she will dissolve, surrender to your traditions, and live sweetly in
your midst.”

His murmurs would strip away the burnt wick of her past. “In the
name of God, you will henceforth be known as Sukkariyya. Qumriyya,
whose face became known to the whole neighbourhood of Mudda’a,
has now been buried.”

They hid her away so that the new name could take hold. They
locked her up in a cell behind Sakina’s room. Sakina became personally
responsible for guarding her, making sure she did not slip out into the
streets with her new name.

For over a month, Sukkariyya did not go out or see a living soul.
She became trapped inside herself, blinded and deafened, unable to
even see or hear her own mother, Farah, who was assigned to bring
her meals from time to time. Until that night when she suddenly
heard a clamour on the stairs, the scent of roses weaving through the
stillness. Her Egyptian grandmother Nazik, who was divorced from her
grandfather, had arrived for the Hajj without warning—or permission.
She suddenly materialised in Sukkariyya’s prison like a real-life jinn.

She had come down the Nile, she said, on boats swaying on the
surface of the water. She talked about nightclubs, open until dawn,
attracting lovers from afar who were lured there by the sighing voice
of Um Kulthum. Enchanted by the stories, Sukkariyya finally stopped
bashing her head against the wall. For the first time in over a month,
they left the door of her cell open. She wandered out to the roof, meek
as a lamb, and sat at the feet of her grandmother, Nazik Hanim, until
daybreak, drinking in her stories. Stories about al-Aqqad, about Taha
Hussein and Ahmed Rami, about the young poets who gathered every
Wednesday at her literary salon. She spoke about the films of Layla
Murad, about staying up until dawn at the theatre; told anecdotes
about actresses behind the scenes. For the first time since being locked
up inside the cell and inside herself, a voice had entered the girl’s head.

“Just like the body, son, the soul can become ill—and there are
special doctors and treatments for it. How could you lock up my son’s
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daughter like a monster, just waiting for her to wilt? Send her back
with me, Mustafa, and I will make arrangements for her.”

“How can I send her back with you, Mother, when you've already
caused a scandal by walking through al-Mudda’a market with your
face uncovered for all to see? You discuss, debate, and incite—pass
judgements, make decisions, and resolve problems as though you're a
man! You pick a fight every time you go to the Holy Mosque!”

The conflict was resolved when the mother yielded to negotiations.
She would give up her grey coat and headscarf, and instead wear the
Turkish veil when she went on her daily walks to the Holy Mosque. She
would give up teasing the eunuchs. In return, she would be allowed to
take Sukkariyya back to Egypt with her—but only for treatment (with
a special emphasis on the word ‘treatment.’)

* k* x

1949

Sukkariyya’s absence was deeply felt by the girls: in her wake, a coldness
had set in. Until one day, finally, some good news came rippling down
the corridors, sweeping through the sitting rooms, private rooms, and
rooftops: “Aunt Shorbatliyya has arrived!”

As soon as they spotted Shorbatliyya’s servant boys coming uphill
towards al-Mudda’a, with the bundles that set their hearts racing, the
young ones ran around to spread the news.

Half-Tongue rushed upstairs, ahead of Shorbatliyya. The girls leapt
up the stairs to meet her on the first floor, at the door leading to the
majlis. Nouriyya, the middle daughter, was playing the host: “Please
come in, come into the majlis!”

Shorbatliyya scolded her, laughing: “Don’t be silly, girl! 'm not a
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guest! I'm a lover coming to meet her beloved.”

Houriya, as Fayrouza Shorbatliyya’s dearest friend, broke through
the throng of people to receive the first embrace. “Welcome. You've
graced us with your presence, brought a thousand lights into our home.
Oh, Jeddah feels as far away as Istanbul—it’s stolen you away from us
for an entire year!”

“We haven’t seen you in so long either! You haven’t come to visit us!”

The gentle admonishment continued as they all made their way
upstairs to the roof, the girls following along, Half-Tongue slipping in
among them, almost dancing, his movements reflecting the women’s
excitement.

“Stop spinning around me like a top, boy!” Shorbatliyya held him
still by the shoulders. “I'm lightheaded enough as it is! Go get the
bundles, hurry.”

Fayrouza led her servant boys, carrying the bundles, to the covered
part of the roof. Half-Tongue and the servant boys quickly spread a lace
cloth out onto the floor. They laid the five brightly coloured bundles
(satin pink, pistachio, watermelon, sky blue, flame red) on top of the
cloth. Everyone’s eyes took in the embroidery, the strings of ornamental
beads. Inside these bundles were marvels that they had been eagerly
awaiting all year.

“Oh, they are spectacular! Our bundles pale in comparison to these!”

“Your bundles, Houriya, are forever in my heart. My taste is nothing
compared to your elegant flair!”

This ritual of affectionate visits took place between the two homes
in Mecca and Jeddah every year. Houriya would go down to Jeddah or
Fayrouza would come up to Mecca, bearing the bundles of gifts that
they had spent the whole year putting together, dreaming up ornaments
and special surprises for them. Their siblings and servant boys were
recruited to look out for treasures among the pilgrims which might
befit next year’s bundles.

Fayrouza expertly created suspense, waiting until the audience was
complete before the big reveal. Every slave girl, servant boy, and child
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were gathered before she began the ritual. All eyes were on her hands
as she unfastened the first bundle and began to unfold the fabric. Every
time she lifted a corner, the audience gasped.

“These,” she declared, brandishing three transparent red bottles, “are
bottles of Florina cologne. They come from the foreigners in Italy. A
selection of wildflowers, blended with sandalwood and musk. They’re
very clever,” she continued with a laugh. “They combine their flowers
with our oriental oils and sell them back to us. If only we had their
knowledge—we would be able to sell them the scent of the mountains
of Mecca!”

She handed a bottle to Houriya, who passed it around to the eagerly
awaiting noses of her adolescent sisters: “My, oh my!”

“Ohhh,” sighed Badriyya. “If only someone would take me to Italy,
to these foreigners!”

“Forget the foreigners,” Fayrouza quipped, “Their blood is cold and
their members are wrapped in a piece of skin!”

Her reference to their lack of circumcision drew an eruption of
laughter. She kept up the pace, revealing the next treasure: “Here we
have beaded corsets that slim down the belly and round the buttocks!”
There was a lot of clowning around and merriment as she took out the
gifts, one after the other: fabrics with new patterns; long prayer scarves
hemmed with lace; amulets for the young ones, to be worn around the
neck, embedded with silver talismans to keep the evil eye at bay.

The neighbouring houses spied on the proceedings, watching the
doves circling, elated, around the rooftop of the Sirdar home. Everyone
was sharing the news: “Their Jeddan guest has arrived—oh, some people
have all the luck!”

News from the outside carries a mystery that ignites the imagination.
Those bundles become the talk of the town. Everyone—those who saw
them, those who didn’t—waxed lyrical about them. The descriptions
swelled and grew until they become a collective torrent of longing to
escape to the sea that existed, like a dream, not far from Mecca.

By the time the sun had set that day, not a single dove or neighbour’s
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eye was unaware of the joy that glowed from the rooftop of the Sirdar
home. Clouds of incense and the giggles of girls drifted up to the sky.
Puffs of Cleopatra cigarettes, smoked elegantly by Diba the seamstress—
who was Egyptian, with Turkish blood—provoked the envy of the
neighbourhood women. With her hair cut stylishly short, 4 la garconne,
and her round body wrapped in orange taffeta, she leaned towards
Shorbatliyya and patted her teasingly on the bottom: “Wow, this padding
has expanded quite a lot since last year!”

Translated by Wiam El-Tamami
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y Name is Selma
“Are you Sufi?” she asked, fascinated.

He answered her with a quiet smile, his broken Arabic propped up
by French words. “I love Sufi music. I've enjoyed dedicating my life to
it. But am I Sufi? I don’t know.”

Lucky for her he did not give a definite yes. If he had, she would
have been ready to convert on the spot to follow in his footsteps.

A year into their relationship, Selma was sure Shams El-Din had no
intention to take it to the next level. She decided to take matters into
her own hands. She invited herself over to his place for a cup of coffee
and without preamble, right after the first sip, she made the dangerous
declaration whose time she believed had come:

“I love you.”

Selma was not her actual name. It was the name she had chosen, the
one she used when she introduced herself to her new friends in place
of the “Celine” her parents had chosen for her.

When her personality started taking shape, the year she turned 18,
she went crazy for history. Selma fell in love with everything that had to
do with ancient Aleppo, from antiquities and traditions to culture and
art. Even more so when lightning struck one night: by happenstance
or by fate, she met the orientalist musician Silvio Carloni, known as
Shams El-Din. Originally from Italy, he had abandoned the land of his
birth to put down roots in Aleppo, leaving behind his guitar for the
ganun. Shams El-Din founded an ensemble of musicians that performed
original Aleppan works and Middle Eastern Sufi melodies at high-class
concerts. An assembly of the city’s artists and intellectuals would come
together in a house Shams El-Din purchased in Bab Qinnasrin that
looked like an ancient castle planted in the heart of old Aleppo.

The name Shams El-Din, which he had adopted in place of Silvio,
his given name, inspired the passionate girl to adopt a beautiful Arabic
name to replace Celine, the French name she no longer felt suited her.
She had a hard time choosing between Yasmine and Selma, finally
picking the latter when she found that “Yasmine” was a common name
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used all around the world, which took away some of its charm.

Her family and old friends still called her Lily as they always had,
but she did not object. Lily as a sweet nickname also worked for her
new name, Selma.

Selma, or Celine or Lily Al-Attar, was a young woman who turned
every head in Aleppo’s elite society. She had been born in France while
her father was studying medicine there. He practiced in France for
several years before returning to settle in his home country. Her father
was the famous Aleppan doctor, Samih Al-Attar. Her ancestors, named
rightly by their contemporaries, were among the most famous perfumers
in the old markets of Aleppo in ancient times.

From her ancestors, Lily inherited a love of perfume as an art rather
than just a business. It also seemed she had inherited their secret formula,
which flowed with the blood in her veins. In addition to her beauty,
the young woman had a soul sweetened by the finest Levantine spices.

That soul drove her to walk the fine line between audacity and
nonconformity, skirting the very boundaries of the standards of Aleppo’s
conservative society. Selma was so good at it that she maintained this
balancing act for a long time, never tumbling into the pit of public
shame in Aleppo.

The usual habit of Aleppo’s small elite class—comprised of several
well-off families, some coming from old money, some more recently
wealthy—was to stay out late on Thursdays and Saturdays at a private
club called “Nadi Halab,” the Aleppo Club.

That was where Selma, then a first-year law student, first spotted
Shams El-Din... Carloni.

Perhaps it was his height and rail-thin frame that first caught her
eye. Maybe it was his short silver hair, simply but carefully styled. But
it was what her relatives said about him at dinner that night which
made him seem especially appealing. When Shams El-Din came into
the club’s dining room with a group of famous faces, her aunt Huda
told her, “Don’t look at him now, but that tall man with Fouad al-
Tibyan, they say he is an Italian orientalist who plays the ganun... He
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put together an ensemble and bought a castle in Bab Qinnasrin. He
lives in Aleppo now.”

But Selma, whose name was not yet Selma, without any attempt
to veil her curiosity, turned her eyes and heart towards him. Loudly
enough for those close by to hear, she murmured, “He’s so handsome!”

Her aunt laughed and said, “He’s too old for you, girl! Anyway, they
say he has an Algerian girlfriend.”

“A girlfriend girlfriend?” Lily asked, looking for clarification.

“A girlfriend girlfriend!” her aunt explained with a wink and a shrug.

That night, Lily spent a long time waiting for the eyes of that
40-something orientalist musician to tumble into the web woven by
her beautiful brown eyes. Like a hunter who sets a trap well in advance,
and then sits motionless, she waited for her prey to pass by. At last,
she quickly pulled in her net, capturing his pale grey-eyed gaze with
a guarded smile. Shams El-Din nodded politely, and she shot back a
captivating smile.

To her, he seemed a European prince, escaped from the pages of some
ancient Middle Eastern manuscript. A fantastical figure and a powerful
potion that aroused her imagination and enflamed the youthful urges
deep within.

Within a few months, Lily managed to secure an invitation for
herself, thanks to some friends, to one of the Middle Eastern 7akht
concerts Shams El-Din often held in his enchanting home. He would
perform with his ensemble, joined by some of Aleppo’s famous singers,
and invite his friends and the friends of his friends to attend. One night
Lily was among them.

“My name is Selma Al-Attar. It is nice to meet you.”

She recited the sentence in perfect Italian, having rehearsed it dozens
of times beforehand. It was the first time she had given anyone her new
name, much to the surprise of the friends around her.

Nothing about that night was ordinary; it shone brightly, marking
a turning point in her life. A moment in which her eyes and her heart
were opened to new paths, full of magic and ecstasy, brimming with
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answers to questions that had long buzzed around deep within her.
Each answer offered a new puzzle, challenging her to find a solution.

Though he was the catalyst, Shams El-Din was not the only factor.
He was not even the only gateway Selma passed through on the way
to this world. She was now convinced it was the world she had been
seeking all her life. When she found it here, waiting for her, patiently
eager, she felt a sense of belonging. Her spirit, spiced as it was with
Aleppo’s magic, was at ease, its perfume spreading into the air.

When she set foot in the Bab Qinnasrin district for the very first
time, exhilaration filled her. Old Aleppo and the district the people
called Harat Al-Jawaniyyah—the inner city—were not very familiar to
her. She had rarely gone beyond Al-Hatab Square except to visit the
Jdeideh Quarter where Al-Fawalin, the shop belonging to Hajj Abdo
Fawad Sheikh Kar, was. She used to go there with her father sometimes
on Fridays to buy beans. A few fine dining restaurants had recently
opened in old houses around there, as had two small historic boutique
hotels, each bearing the imprint of the ancient Middle East.

She knew the citadel, too, and how to get there. And she knew the
old covered market people called ‘Al-Mdina’. In the perfumers’ market
there was her grandfather’s shop, in which he worked each day until his
last. He often brought his little granddaughter to the shop with him.
Later, after he died, his heirs sold it to the shop owner next door, who
then merged the two shops and became the proprietor of the largest
perfume shop in Al-Mdina.

That night, the scents and spices of the perfumers’ market enveloped
Selma. She was not sure if the air was actually redolent of those odours,
or if it was just a childhood memory suddenly awakened by a riot of
sensation. She picked out the tang of thyme and laurel, and she could
identify a mixture of black pepper, nutmeg, cloves, and chamomile.
There were many other scents that tickled her memory, though she had
forgotten their names and where they were from.

When they got out of the car, which they parked as closely to the
house as they could manage, they had to traverse the ancient narrow
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passages on foot. It felt like history, once the stone tiles of these alleys
were set in place, lay thick on the stones rather than abandoning them
and allowing them to keep pace with the ages that flowed by beyond
the walls. They remained, instead, resting in the shade of the district’s
ancient minarets, content within the grand stonework of the district’s
impregnable walls.

Selma found herself wishing she was a little less eager to get to the
concert. She would have loved to satisfy her other desire to simply
spend time in the district. When she heard the home of Silvio Shams
El-Din Carloni was there, she had read up on it.

She would have loved to take time to examine the gate. It had
been the most important passage into Aleppo during the 12* and 13
centuries and was one of the greatest examples of medieval Syrian military
architecture, with a magnificent arch and carvings etched into every
stone. Selma wanted to visit the ancient mosques and slowly wander
through the ancient inns, hammams, and madrasas. If she could have,
she would have gone to the Jallum neighbourhood and lost herself in the
halls of the famous al-Shibani school and in the rooms of the Bimaristan
Al-Arghuni, which she heard had been built in the 14™ century as the
world’s first psychiatric and neurological hospital.

When they reached the home of their musician host, they were
admitted through a small door set in a large, iron-clad gate, reinforced
with hundreds of iron nails. They passed through a narrow corridor that
opened out into an incredible Middle Eastern chamber illuminated by
brass lanterns. The front wall was covered by a luxuriously beautiful
carpet, its intricate pattern resembling six crimson suns with fire-red
centres, each surrounded by a wreath of olive branches with roses
interspersed here and there.

“How magnificent you are!” Selma stroked the glorious carpet,
luxuriating in the feel of the soft fibres against her palm. Her nerves
tingled with a fervent longing for the world she had known and loved
as a child, only to lose it.

Her grandfather, Haj Abdullah Al-Attar, roused from his long slumber

30



and took her by the hand. He pulled her along to the bustling rug and
carpet market called Souq Al-Haraj. There he greeted his friend, Haj
Mohamad Musfi Al-Asal. The men shared a cup of tea, sitting together
on low bamboo chairs outside his shop. Selma played inside, rolling
around on the vibrant colours of Kurdish rugs and losing herself in the
intricate patterns of the antique Persian, Allepan, and Damascene carpets.

Haj Mohamad, the old merchant, loved his trade, and young Celine’s
early passion for the carpets and rugs delighted him. One day he presented
her with a small, beautiful rug and whispered a dangerous secret about
that rug in her ear, instructing her to keep the information to herself.
The little girl kept the secret until it faded into oblivion. On this night,
however, its memory woke within her alongside other secrets, vibrant
and pulsing with life.

She longed to tour the beautiful house, but her reticence prevailed.
She held that desire at bay for a future visit, one she intended to
make soon. On this visit, she contented herself with looking at things
from her little corner, letting her imagination wander through high-
ceilinged rooms, down halls with graceful arches, and around fountained
courtyards. Her thoughts descended into the cellars, searching for the
secret passages that would lead to the heart of the citadel. It was said that
all the houses built in that era outside the walls of the Aleppo Citadel
had underground tunnels connecting them to its heart. They served
as a pre-emptive measure, allowing locals to escape in times of war or
when the citadel was under siege, and for the delivery of provisions
and ammunition to the interior.

Selma found herself immersed in the catacombs of memory, plunging
deep within. The present moment melded with her earliest memories,
carrying her off to unknown horizons.

* k %
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“The scents from those sweet memories and the faces and voices of
those people haunted me until Shams El-Din started to play a solo on
the ganun. At that moment, the music plunged me into a melancholy
lake where all those memories melted out of me. Nothing existed apart
from the enchanting melody embracing my soaring soul, shining now
like a bride on the night before her wedding. And when the vocalist
Adib Al-Daikh, known for his love songs began to sing:

Hide not what desires have done to you,
Reveal your passions, for we are all lovers.

“I drowned completely, fully submerged in intoxicating euphoria.
A new heart was born in my breast that beat to the rhythm of that
captivating melody.

“My new heart stayed with me all the way home that night, its
companion the spectre of that tall, slender, dignified man, along with
various other apparitions, some from ancient times, others from times
not chronicled in the annals of history.

“The first thing I did when I got home was to search for that antique
rug Haj Mohamad gave me. I found it on the top shelf of my wardrobe,
rolled up and slumbering in a box that held a few of my childhood dolls
that I couldn’t bear to part with. I took it out of the box and spread
it out on my bed, releasing the secret that I had preserved, tucked
within its folds, to permeate the air. I slowly caressed the bright red
roses woven into the carpet in greeting, reconciling with them after
our long separation. Then I lay down on top of it and slept peacefully.”

*x * %
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The Fourth Candle

Her arms were wrapped tightly around me, her weight clinging to me as
we walked down a narrow, ancient, dimly lit street. Her high heels caught
on the ancient paving stones from time to time, making her stumble. When
she did, she grasped me tighter, her hands pressed into my arm, drawing
closer until her hair tickled my face. Its light fragrance enveloped me. 1
inhaled deeply, refreshed one moment, intoxicated the next.

“In here.” She said, pointing to the pool of light from a small brass
lantern, illuminating the door of a majestic old house. I pushed it open
and Middle Eastern music flowed out, inviting us in. We entered through
a narrow hallway that led to a spacious courtyard inlaid with beautiful,
coloured tiles. In the centre of the courtyard was a small pool with a fountain,
surrounded by a coping with two levels covered in rugs and cushions. On the
coping sat a slender white-haired man; he was the source of the mesmerizing
melody, playing the qanun on his lap. There were some young men out in
[front of him, all wearing long flowing white robes and hats that looked
like very tall tarbooshes. They spun in unison, arms raised, moving together
with the rhythm of the music. The bottom of their white robes flowed out
and floated around them like whirlpools into which they each slowly sank.
Selma smiled, her eyes shining as she looked at the musician.

“That’s Shams El-Din.”

“Who are they?”

“Dervishes. They're dancing the Mevlevi. They are a group of Sufis who
spend their lives enraptured in God’s love,” she answered, then added, “They
started without me. I have to hurry.”

“Where are you going?”

“Sit over there, Lucas. Watch me. Wait for me.”

[ sat where she pointed. I watched as she joined the dervishes, merging
into their Sufi dance and joining the rhythm set by Shams El-Din. I noticed
she had on the same white robe as the others, the skirt flowing out and
swallowing her in an endless white whirlpool. She shed the high-heeled shoes
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that had caused her trouble when we were walking, and danced barefoot
lightly and gracefully, obeying the music crafted by the strange man on the
strings of his instrument.

Her face radiated light, her eyes filled with the same devotion one finds
in a nun at prayer, and with the ecstasy of a lover in the act of love. It was
a dance with only one motion, spinning around and around as if caught
in an endless whirlpool.

Her arms were crossed over her chest at the start of the dance, but as she
spun, they flowed out to each side. Her rotations grew faster and faster in
time with the rhythm that propelled her, and her arms lifted higher and
higher. I revelled in the intoxicating music and in watching Selma dance.
[ longed to steal a kiss from her lips, parted now as if she were sending a
sigh to the far horizon. As the dance continued, the dervishes disappeared,
leaving Selma spinning alone as Shams El-Din played. My passion, my
desire, grew, so I stood and went to her. I wrapped my arms around her
and whispered in her ear, “Haven't you had enough spinning?”

She pushed me away gently and said, “I cannot stop until the musician
does. Wait for me, Lucas. I will come to you, and I'll give you this,” indicating
her ring. She placed a tender kiss on my lips, then returned to her trance
and went on spinning, a tear sliding down her cheek. I backed up a few
paces to leave room for her wide skirts and outstretched arms, then I felt
two small arms wrap themselves around my leg. I looked down. Manuel
was there, naked and wet, water dripping from his hair, his lips quivering.

I picked him up and cuddled him to my chest, kissed his little head,
muttering, “It will be alright, my little one. It will be alright.”

I remembered Selma and looked at her. She was still turning in place
in the same way, but the edges of her robe had caught fire, and now she
seemed to be drowning in a pool of flames.

“Selma, stop!” I shouted, terrified, but she did not react. She kept
dancing, lost in music that seemed to be the only thing she could hear. 1
went to Shams El-Din, who continued to play calmly, although the cushions
around him were starting to burn.

“Stop playing! Let her stop dancing,” I shouted at him.
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He looked at me, his eyes cold, and played on, unconcerned.

Manuel started to cry, and his cry became a scream as the fire rose up
around us. I grabbed him and fled aimlessly. I ran and ran as he cried
in my arms, Shams El-Din’s music pursuing us. I pictured Selma there,
spinning around and around, consumed by the music, consumed by the
flames, consumed by Shams El-Din.

After running for a while, the music started to fade and finally disappeared
entirely. Manuel stopped crying. He loosened the grip of his little arms
around my neck and pointed out ahead of us with his index finger and said,
“We will find her there.” I did not ask who he was talking about; I was too
captivated by the ring he had on that finger. It was the ring. Selma’s ring.

Translated by Tim Gregory
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The Hulwa of our Valley

liked the name ‘Hulwa.” It was the name given to our valley. Whenever

I asked my father about it, he would say, “I will tell you the story
later,” that is, until the hot July day when we met Sheikh Abd Rabb
al-Nabi. It was night and we were sheltering from the heat on the roof
of our house. I was lying on my mattress with our cat Goose in my
lap, looking at the stars, my father stretching next to me with his hand
on my head. As his fingers started to course through my hair, he said:

“This valley of ours, which we cross together every day on our ascent
to Jerusalem, was called Wadi al-Nabaha. Above it is where ancient
Jerusalem was built, not the walled Jerusalem that you know, but I mean
the first Jerusalem, later uncovered by the archaeologists, the first land,
the first brick, the first people. At night, our ancestors listened to the
sounds of animals making noise, warding off dangers and warning other
animals; or they heard the wailing of the jackal, which our people hated
for its endless raids on the chicken coops. But they did not wish death on
the jackals. They had a saying that constantly ran across their tongues:
“Let God break a camel for a jackal’s sake.” This saying expressed their
belief that every creature created by God has the right to life, and God
arranges the nourishment of all of His creation in His own way. God
did not create His creatures to starve them, but rather for the purposes
that God Almighty selected. Despite the inconvenience that these noises
caused for the early-sleeping farmers, forcing them to wake up early
and go out to the orchards, still they did not try, even once, to confront
the animals, which increased the volume of their noises as the night
went on, as if to challenge the farmers directly. That time was not like
our own time. The world was wilder, the night was darker, fear had
a decisive, constricting power. Until the day when the Sheikh of the
Youth came forward. He was a lion like your uncle, who sparred with
rocks as a hobby. He feared neither human conspiracies nor the jinns’
revenge. His passion was to show himself as a defender and protector of
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the spirit of the group. After he had gone out some distance from the
spring and the houses of the village, he saw a ghost that beckoned him
to continue. At first, he imagined it was a hyena that would spray him
with urine and slay him, then drag him back to its den to devour him
and rend his bones apart. But then, when he saw the ghost fully and
ascertained its identity, he remembered the incident that he had heard
about from his grandparents: a brother who had killed his beautiful
sister, after her honour was impugned by the women of the village out
of jealousy. The brother had killed her because her ravishing beauty was
strong enough to seduce all the handsome men of the village.”

My father checked if I was still awake. He had noticed the regularity
of my breathing, which I tried to suppress so as not to miss a word of
what my father was saying. I was shocked at what the evil women of
the village had done.

My father continued: “The Sheikh of our village’s Youth at that time
found himself drawn inexorably behind the woman, as if she were the
call that lured men to their destruction. After walking for some time
that he could never estimate later, the woman stopped in front of a
cave. Then he came face to face with her. Her beauty had remained
unchanged, even as the inhabitants of the village had aged and then
been exchanged for others, as their bodies were buried beside the walls
of Jerusalem. He questioned her and she answered him. They spoke to
each other, but later he would never reveal what passed between them.
He left it to the people’s imagination to compose and complicate the
stories. What is important is that the Sheikh of the Youth did not
return that night. Once the people had begun to worry about him, they
went out looking for him in the daytime. They searched all the caves
around the village, or rather all those that they knew of—since not all
the caves reveal themselves to the people of the village; they opened
the empty Roman tombs, but they did not find him. The young men,
who loved him, ventured out at night holding torches, but still they
failed to find him. Their loud cries could be heard in the homes of the

sleeping village, seeking to reassure him if he could hear them, seeking
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to reassure themselves and to dispel the desolation of the night. It was
only two days later that the Sheikh of the Youth surprised everyone,
advancing toward the homes of the village. They gathered around him to
learn what had happened. He said to them: “O people of the cowardly
village, I was with the one that you killed wrongly.” He told them how
Layla, who was unjustly killed by her brother, still lived in the environs
of the village, that her ghost cried out in the night against this wrong,
appealing for justice, reminding the people of what they had perpetrated
against her, condemning the men who had listened to their women
who coveted Layla’s beauty. She would continue to wail and bark, until
the habitations of the village expanded and the missionaries built their
churches, when Layla and her ghost disappeared from Wadi al-Nabaha
(the Valley of the Barking Woman). She had completed her role and
dispatched her messages to the families, but they never seemed to be
effective. She had done all that she could, and this was enough, so she
returned to her final resting place, resolved to trouble the sleepers of
the village no longer. Since they would never change no matter what
she did, she decided to give herself, and them, some respite.”

I was stirred deeply by the barking woman, whom father said might
have been one of my distant grandmothers. The people of the village
all descended from the same stock, he said. They had all lived here,
drinking the spring water, eating from the same orchards, absorbing
the same shocks from conquerors and invaders, just as they do now
with this new occupation.

I rejoiced in my distant grandmother, who had not submitted to
what jealousy had borne against her, but persisted in troubling those
who wronged her, who stayed silent about the wrongs done to her. She
spoke to those who were willing to hear, like me, saying that there is
nothing worse than injustice; that injustice is darkness, as my mother
always said.

My father said: “The women of our country have been wronged
greatly by our patriarchal society.” I did not stop my father to ask him
what he meant by patriarchal, leaving that for another occasion. Instead,
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I let him take this opportunity to go on talking: “Society used to make
distinctions between women. In the records of sharia courts, a rural
woman or poor woman, if she was married, was described as hurma', or
as a girl or minor if she was unmarried. And titles such as these are still
in use today. Even if the preambles for marriage contracts for common
people lack such honorifics, the contracts for the children of noble people
are full of such titles, such as: the crown of the protected, the hidden
jewel, the woman with the fine veil, the sister of peers, the inviolable
pearl, the lady, the high-ranking woman, the pride of narcotics, the
inviolable woman, the crown of the veiled woman, the mistress, the
woman of the judges, the perfect woman, and others.” I laughed at my
father’s smile as he listed off the titles. Then he asked me:

“Why are you laughing?”

“The women of narcotics? Were they using drugs?”

My father laughed as he said:

“Ohsilly, the word you think is ‘narcotics’ here comes from a different
word, which means ‘a safe bed’, and what is meant by this title is ‘the
hidden one’. Have you never heard a man address his wife as the hidden
one?” He added, “This discrimination between poor women and the
daughters and wives of notables was not limited to Muslims, but it also
extended to Christians. The ordinary Christian woman was called in
marriage contracts: dhimmi, Roman, Coptic, Armenian, Jewish dhimmi,
or hurma. If she was deceased, she was referred to as ‘the lost woman’.”

“And the daughters of Christian notables?”

“There were many titles. The pride of the women of her sect, the
joy of the women of her sect, the pride of the women of the Christian
sect, the role model of the Jesus clan, the lady, and the joy of the women
of her sect...”

After we laughed, my father answered some of my questions about

1 Hurma was (and still is) a word used in colloquial speech among uneducated
classes and in the countryside to refer to a woman. It is not insulting or pejorative
used in the right social/class environment, but if a middle-class woman is referred to
by someone as hurma, she would find that disrespectful.
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the women of Jerusalem and its villages. I asked him: “Where did the
name Hulwa come from?”

He answered me: “That is another story, son. I will tell it to you
another time, now you must sleep.”

I refused to sleep until I knew who this Hulwa was, so my father
acquiesced.

“Hulwa was a woman who was sweet, as her name indicates. She
was not exposed to serious dangers because of jealousy. Rather, she fell
victim to a much harsher injustice. She was the wife of the mayor of
our village during the 1948 war. The Zionist gangs advanced to occupy
the Old City, surrounding Jerusalem from several directions, including
from the side of our village, and they concentrated their attack from
the mountain of the prophet David and the Jewish quarter. Because
we are at the bottom of the mountain, the shells fell constantly on our
village. Our men fought in the resistance, not only in the village, but
at various points around Jerusalem as well. As women do in the wars
of the East, Hulwa went out with many other women to exhort the
men to resist, and to offer any help they could, such as providing their
men with water and supplies, and reassuring them of the condition of
the children. But Hulwa was unlucky; she was injured. Enemy bullets
from a Jewish sniper stationed on the roof of the prophet David’s tomb
struck her in the heart, and she was martyred. This is why the valley
was named after her. It was no longer the Valley of the Barking Woman,
to commemorate society’s injustice to a woman, but it then became a
valley to commemorate a woman’s heroism. As the people witnessed
a new history being written for their Jerusalem, they wanted to rid
themselves of the shame of having forsaken the barking woman, and
to take pride in the heroism of another woman who had emerged from
among them. They wanted to remember her always, and for people to
remind them of her.”

My father told me that the Jews took control of the shrine of the
prophet David, expelled the residents of the neighbourhood, and
continued to pose a danger to the people of our village below. The
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people never lost hope of ascending the mountain again, of removing
the danger, and taking revenge for their Hulwa. But they failed. In the
last war, the Jews of the mountain descended from the roof of the shrine
of the prophet David into our village, and quickly began searching for
its relics. They seemed eager and quick, carrying their rifles, shovels,
and money.

* k %

In the Name of the Father!

How did I cope with the news of my father’s death? I will always ask
myself this question. Perhaps I was not surprised by what happened,
or even expected it. After my mother was killed, I became very afraid
for my father’s life. I imagined that the jailers of the occupation would
get rid of him by poisoning his food. This obsession overwhelmed me.
I constantly imagined that I would wake up in the night in my uncle’s
house, as my uncle and his family arose to the sound of a vehicle stopping
outside. This vehicle carried my father’s body. Soldiers would alight,
carrying his body, and hurl it in front of the doorstep of the house,
then depart in their haughtiness and arrogance.

My father’s health condition worsened in Ramla Prison Hospital. It
is called a hospital, but it is no hospital at all. A sick prisoner can spend
the entire period of his imprisonment there and be provided with only
painkillers, if even these are available.

During the days of mourning, I was privileged to have the care of
my uncle, his wife and children, my relatives, and the lion’s mother,
who took me more than once to sleep at her house. She seemed to me
to have changed quite a lot. She was no longer the woman who defied
tradition to go out to dance before the men at the lion’s wedding. She
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was not the woman who was angered by her son’s behavior, nor the
one who was sorrowful after his final accident, or who was closer to my
mother than I was myself. She seemed like another woman, speaking
in low tones and swaying as if her legs could not carry her. She never
mentioned the lion or my father. This seemed incomprehensible to
me; she was a mother who had breastfed both of them with her own
milk, and she had recalled my mother with so much love and longing.

The occupation forces surrounded the site of the house, placing
movable barriers at the entrances to the neighbourhood. They inspected
all the people who went toward the house of mourning, checked all of
their identities. Often these forces prevented people, especially young
men, from reaching the place, or even arrested them. Despite this,
people sneaked from the other houses to reach my uncle’s house. The
owners of the houses volunteered to facilitate the infiltrators, as a form
of deep solidarity with their martyred militant neighbour. Despite all
the security measures of the occupation, activists of the organisations
were able to smuggle secret information about the mourning of my
father and denouncing the crime of his murder, which is what we called
his death in the occupation prison, the result of medical negligence
after he was injured in the operation, imprisoned, and provided no
adequate treatment.

Finally, the occupation authorities allowed my father’s body to be
delivered at night, and he was buried at the place he loved in the Bab
al-Rahma cemetery, overlooking the mountain, which he expected would
become the biggest graveyard on earth. The mountain was famous as
the place where the dove found an olive branch and hurried it to the
prophet Noah as he sailed over the abyss. Uncle Coco had tried to
carry him to Jerusalem, which he knew by way of the doves engraved
on the houses he designed, but my uncle died before he knew what
fate awaited his city.

The authorities allowed a few family members to participate in
the burial. My uncle made sure that my name was presented to the
authorities on the short list of those who would participate. When we
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approached the eastern wall of Jerusalem, the graveyard was surrounded
by a large number of soldiers, their faces obscured with smears of black
soot, as if they were waging war in some distant land far from this
place inhabited by the dead, or awaited some enemy’s surprise arrival
from across the seas, as happened to the Muslims in the Crusades. In
the Valley of the Abyss below us, the hordes of Crusaders had gathered
and built ramparts to reach walls that differed from these Ottoman
walls now standing, to lay siege to the city and let flow the blood of
its inhabitants through which the hooves of their horses would stride.
How was it that horses swam in the blood of the city’s residents? Was
it medieval chivalry or was it terror that the knights inflicted? Both
chivalry and terrorism required the blood of the Jerusalemites, to purify
them in the chronicles of history.

The moon, which appeared full in the Jerusalem sky that night,
revealed the presence of many soldiers, looking like immovable idols,
or amulets placed to ward off the vengeance of the inhabitants of the
graves, in case they should reject the desecration of their nightly silence
and the dust of their land, the dust that was the decayed remains of
centuries of corpses absorbed by this earth, the bodies of saints and
righteous men of God, men who fought for their homeland, and betrayed
children like my friend Moses.

My body shivered when my father was brought forth, carried on
the carpet of mercy, on his final journey towards His exalted mercy.
It was unlike any other carpet of mercy. It was a gurney carried and
guarded by soldiers. Soldiers surrounded all of us. Among them was
an officer in civilian clothing, who I knew was from the intelligence. I
looked at the gurney. Was the person laid out on this gurney the same
one with whom I had stood on the street at the bottom of this hill
that overlooks the valley, telling me stories, allowing me to question
him? We had believed that the world would not end until we finished
with the stories that he would tell me. Could he feel for me now like
I feel for him? What would have been the final story, the one he can
no longer tell me now?
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On the day before his arrest, he said that he would tell me the story
of King David and his son Solomon, how the son was more intelligent
than his father in making the judgement between the sheep’s owner
and the farmer.

As 1 went off to bed, denied the chance to hear any more stories,
he said: “You must remember that a son can surpass his father, he can
outpace him in the endless races of the world.”

They set the gurney down and the intelligence officer asked my
uncle to come closer, in order to uncover my father’s face and confirm
that it was really his brother and not someone else. My uncle came
forward, uncovered his face, and tried to compose himself, nodding his
head as tears escaped from his eyes. I remained in place, not knowing
exactly what to do. Should I go forward and say goodbye to my father,
or should I remain in my place?! My grieving uncle, trembling, then
grabbed me by the hand and approached my father. The intelligence
officer tried to intervene, but gave in at the last moment, sensing my
uncle’s determination. He asked me to kiss my father quickly, fearing
for my sake that any extended moment might raise too much feeling
in me. He said: “He is there, where no one is wronged, after the world
has wronged him. It is better not to burden him, to leave him in his
peace. He feels for us and excuses us.”

As long as I live, I will not forget the cold lips, the mouth’s gaping
smile, as if speaking to me. I felt a hand lift me, without emotion, from
the body, and found myself in the arms of my uncle. He seized my
hand and squeezed it tightly. He wanted to convey to me the greatest
degree of tenderness and defiance, as the Sheikh proceeded with the
burial’s religious ceremonies. The Sheikh had issued a decree stating that
because my father was a martyr, he did not have to be washed. During
that time, I noticed a short column at the top of the wall, extending
towards the Mount of Olives. I remembered what my father had said
to me one day:

“When Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent built the walls of Jerusalem,
he took out this pillar to be a guide to the Straight Path on the Day of
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Judgment. He wanted to leave a noteworthy contribution on humanity’s
great day, when bias, rank, and class will disappear, when there will
no longer be any difference between the farmer and the city dweller,
between the tyrant and the minister, between the tramp and the sultan,
between the Jew and the Arab.”

I turned to the Mount of Olives. Some of its parts shone brilliantly,
while others were tumbled in a deep sleep. As for the valley, the full
moon revealed the Pillar of Absalom, whose colour seemed to me like
that of dusk, seeming to move in some heavy form toward me. But
before it could arrive, the intelligence officer demanded that we go down
to the village. Did he, like me, see the pillar of Jerusalem advancing
and finally moving? Did he fear what was coming and decide to end
the arrangements for my father’s funeral?! I don’t know, and I heard
the bored officer warn my uncle against more gatherings, singing, and
chanting in his house. He said to him in a local dialect:

“Look, Khabibi, we responded to your request and handed over your
brother to you, even though he is a saboteur. He exploded a bomb in
one of our markets, to kill civilians, on both your side and ours. When
people like him die, we keep them in refrigerators until their sentences
are carried out. Our law applies to the living and the dead, unlike the
laws of the Arabs. There is no law except the law of the strong, and
the strong, as you say, Khabibi, are flawed. Or we bury them in the
cemetery and give each one of them a number. Just as we were good
to you, you must also return the same sentiment. Your brother is now
with God, and life must go on, you must understand.”

My uncle did not answer, but nodded his head in agreement. But
things did not come about as the intelligence officer had requested;
my uncle was not able to carry out these demands.

Translated by Sam Wilder
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« I I * my name’s Ur. Ur Shapira.”
)

He surveyed his reflection in the mirror again, then
cleared his throat.

“Good morning,” he said, his Hebrew more formal this time. “I'm
Ur, Ur Shapira.”

He turned around then stopped in front of the mirror again. The
studied smile on his face oozed charm.

“I’'ve been crazy about archaeology ever since I was a kid. I also
work as a tour guide.”

He exhaled in frustration.

“No, now it just sounds like I'm showing off. That’s not how Ur
would introduce himself.”

He turned and took a few steps to the east-facing window, opening
it to gaze out on the view that took his breath away every time. The
Al-Agsa Mosque was right there, the late afternoon sun’s attentions
lending its golden dome the radiance of a bride.

The Dome was the pillar of Jerusalem and its mosque, which roamed
shades of azure and turquoise, and the Rock, beating with divinity and
the blood of the earth and sky, was its heart. Who was it who said that
to die at the Rock is akin to dying in heaven?

He contemplated the view before him. The Al-Aqsa Mosque compound
was the sash that girded the Rock; she had embroidered her cloak out of
the minarets of her mosques, the towers of her churches and monasteries,
her domes and arches and old houses, while the city wall was a collar
to protect her. She was a woman. She was a woman made of blood and
sky and Muhammad’s night journey; of prophets, angels, devils, and
wretches; wars and blockades and terrors; blessings and curses; she was
a woman who had been besieged more than 30 times over the course of
her many destinies and yet still persisted in rebuilding her houses from
the rubble—houses like the one where Nur al-Shahdi stood now, in an
old room, facing the reflection of Ur Shapira in the mirror, where, if he
searched its countless venerable rooms, he would find all of Jerusalem’s
ancient names, from Yabus to Bayt al-Maqdis, names repeated by all of
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those who had passed through her and harrowed her with their swords
and spears and guns and cannons, because Jerusalem builds glory out
of ruin: glory now heavenly, now earthly.

Nur courted her, asked her to dance. He loved her, /oves her. He
lived in one of her rooms, steeped in the heady scent of history, in a
house constructed out of the alleys and archways of the Chain Gate
neighbourhood which lay to the west of Al-Agsa Mosque, in the very
centre of the Old City; the chain of its name a belt surrounding lovely
Jerusalem—the same Jerusalem that had always made Nur wonder to
himself: If this land was truly sacred, then why was it so bloodthirsty?

Looking out at the arresting view of the Dome prompted him to make
another recording, to review the research he’d done for his novel and
put his thoughts in order. He sat down on the edge of his narrow bed.

21st April, afternoon, Jerusalem. Notes on the relationship between
Mary Magdalene and Peter.

The Gnostic vision is structured around the answers to a number of
questions, most importantly: Who are we? What are we? Where are we going?
What is the light? How are we born of the light? Why does the Gnostic
believe that he is a stranger in this world?

What draws me to the Gnostic vision is the idea of conducting a critical
analytical study of the nature of the relationship between Peter and Mary
Magdalene, whose influence can be detected in certain Gnostic schools that
proliferated in the two centuries following the Crucifixion. One of the most
important sources for this relationship is a Christian Gnostic text which
became known by the title Pistis Sophia and was translated by Firas al-
Sawwah and included in his book Riddles of the Gospel. “In one scene,”
he writes, “we find Peter complaining that Mary Magdalene monopolises
discussions with Jesus, in defiance of his own seniority, and asking Jesus
to silence her; Jesus, however, rebukes him harshly for this position. Next,
Mary Magdalene tells Jesus that she is unable to speak freely with him
because she fears Peter, who hates her sex, to which Jesus replies: Whosoever

>

is inspired by the spirit is permitted to speak, whether man or woman.’
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The text draws a very clear picture of the relationship between Mary
Magdalene and Peter, giving me a solid evidential basis for the plot of the
novel, in which I focus on Peter’s motives for rejecting Mary Magdalene,
simultaneously depicting—of course with the help of fictional elements—
Mary Magdalenes hiding and flight, fearing Peter’s persecution, whether
on the Mount of Olives or Carmel in the Galilee, in the company of her
Sfollowers, awaiting the right time to record Jesuss secret teachings.

Note:

Dear Murad,

[ feel deeply comfortable talking to you through these voice messages,
even though I know they'll never reach you and you'll never hear them, you
absent-present one, you dead-living one. Didn’t you tell me you inhabited
the graveyard of the living? Anyway, here I am—in the heart of Jerusalem.
Can you believe it?

1 arrived yesterday just before dawn, like a lover, having snuck in through
a hole in the apartheid wall that separates al-Ram from the Jerusalem
suburbs; is it really an apartheid wall, Murad, or is it the threshold between
two contradictory worlds—the world of the centre and the world of the
margins, the world of Ur Shapira and the world of Nur al-Shahdi?

The irony is that I sneak into Jerusalem without a mask. I come as
Nur al-Shahdi, a Palestinian and a refugee. But when I walk its streets,
I am Ur Shapira.

I have a feeling you're going to pounce on me and say, “Did you have
no other choice, Nur? Are you going to ape the Zionist other for the sake of
a novel? Have you lost your mind?” No, Murad. Don’t worry. I'm still me,
Nur—~but I'm Nur on the inside. Ur, on the other hand, is on the outside.
1 am the hidden and he is the manifest. The hidden meaning becomes clear
while what is manifest is veiled.

In any case, let me tell you that my silence comes to an end here. I
become light, swift, I hover and soar. I didn’t shoulder my memory when 1
was freed from the burden of my father’s silence. No. All I brought was my
mask and my Mary Magdalene novel project. In a last dance that wasn’t a
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tango. And nor will my memory be my final resting place—that will be the
novel about Mary Magdalene. It was she who led me back here, despite the
risks and challenges. Now don’t tell me, in that dismissive way you have,
that it’s just a coincidence, a very exact and very lucky coincidence, that
there’s an archaeological dig taking place close to the depopulated village
of al-Lajjun, which is situated next to historical Tel Megiddo...

It isn'’t. It a sacred sign from Mary Magdalene, and one I welcomed
with all my strength, and the mask with which I will sneak into the land
of my first novel, where the grave of Misk Al-Attar lies, and the land I will
give to my protagonist Nasim Shakir so he can write upon it the events of
his telling of my novel. In fact, this will be the last time, Murad.

He was interrupted by a gentle knock on the door, followed by the
entrance of Sheikh Mursi, a tall dark man draped in the white robe
he wore during Ramadan, and crowned with a green cap. He carried a
tray bearing traditional Jerusalem sesame bread, olive oil, za'atar, boiled
egg, and labneh, which he placed on the wooden table.

“Zaynab tells me you've been up since noon and you wouldn’t come
and eat when she asked you,” said Sheikh Mursi in his usual merry tone.
“You need some lunch.”

Nur looked at the ground, his face flushed with embarrassment. It
was the middle of the day, and he hadn’t fasted for years.

“Forgive me, Sheikh,” said Nur timidly. “I won’t have anything until
I eat iftar with you.”

“Oh yes you will. Come on, here it is.”

Sheikh Mursi regarded Nur’s failure to observe religious duties with
his characteristic indulgence, not even expecting the young man to
fast in his own house; in turn, Nur was put at ease by Sheikh Mursi’s
Sufi leanings, and the deep faith which he never used to injure those
around him.

“How can you bring me food and urge me to break the sanctity of
Ramadan in your own house?” asked Nur in disbelief.

“God forbid, I'd never encourage you to sin. All there is to it is
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that the Lord on high didn’t create us as perfectly observant fasting
worshippers. We were created lacking. We were created to make up as
best we can for our insufficiency as we journey through this world.”

“Am I lacking, Sheikh?”

Sheikh Mursi pulled Nur playfully toward him and tucked his head
under his arm.

“You're lacking lunch is what you are!” he laughed. “And lacking in
lunch means lacking in brains. Come on, eat up.”

Nur was just savouring his first piece of bread dipped in oil and
za'atar when Sheikh Mursi excitedly took out a folder of papers and
put it down beside him.

“Here’s your CV in English as requested, Mr Shapira.”

Nur pounced on the folder, abandoning the food, because late the
previous night, during a heated conversation, he had asked Sheikh
Mursi for some documents which would attest to a career in tourism
spent working for Shukayb al-Qassabi’s company—but in the name
of Ur Shapira, rather than his own. Sheikh Mursi had welcomed Nur
warmly and hospitably, but at this request, he lost his temper.

“Nur, you're taking this too far, brother. Much too far. What are
you thinking? Why do you want to get yourself in trouble and risk
going to prison?

“No, Sheikh Mursi, this is the last time I'll ask you for anything.
Joining the dig is the best chance I have of finishing my novel project.”

“Novel? What kind of novel requires you to risk your life? Is this
how obsessed you are with Mary Magdalene?”

“This is the least of it, Sheikh. But I won’t ask you to do more than
you can. I'll leave now.”

“Leave? Where to, you fool? Jerusalem is on fire. Haven’t you seen
the streets and squares? They're a battlefield. You've picked a bad time,
Nur. Jerusalem’s a barracks.”

“Don’t worry, I'll look after myself. Have you forgotten I'm Ur
Shapira?”

“Blast the pair of you, you and Ur Shapira both! You've lost your
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mind.”

“I've got my mind back, Sheikh.”

“Didn’t you use his identity when you were in the desert in Sar’a?
Do you want to ruin me?”

“No, I didn’t use Ur Shapira’s ID there.”

“Nur, please—don’t lie. An inspector from the Ministry of Tourism
came to Shukayb with a complaint from an American tourist saying
youd shouted at them and insulted them and left them lost in the desert.
And that your name was Ur Shapira. Shukayb didn’t know what to do,
so he claimed he didn’t know you. Did you really do that?”

“I don’t know... Maybe.”

Sheikh Mursi’s voice brought him back from his perusal of the
papers and thoughts of the night before. “Tell me, are you sure about
this plan of yours?”

Nur looked up, grinning confidently, and replied in Hebrew.

“A hundred percent.”

Sheikh Mursi regarded Nur with narrowed eyes. He couldn’t help but
be impressed by the young man’s confidence, his fluency in Hebrew—
which he spoke with a perfect Ashkenazi accent—and his determination
to take all these risks for the sake of his novel about Mary Magdalene.
He wished Nur success, then stood up to leave, repeating his instruction
that the young man should eat some lunch.

But Nur had already gone back to examining his fabricated CV,
enjoying the momentary sense of legitimacy that it bestowed upon his
assumed personality. It was only a matter of hours until he put on the
mask and went to join the archaeological team at the Albright Institute
the next day, and there he would devote himself to his greatest passion:
Jerusalem. And this April, Jerusalem had adorned herself with the bright
colours and lights of her Ramadan garb.

Shortly before iffar time, Sheikh Mursi invited Nur to join the family
at the table, where he sat next to the Sheikh and his wife Zaynab, who
glowed with generosity and maternal warmth. They were accompanied
by the couple’s seven sons, from Muhy al-Din, the oldest at 20, down
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to Izz al-Din who was just 11. Nur had always been amazed at the
thought that Zaynab, with her diminutive frame, could have mothered
this veritable tribe of Jerusalemites. The table, meanwhile, was a vision
of Ramadan abundance, heaving with all kinds of delicious food. Its
centrepiece was idra, a dish of mutton and rice cooked in ghee and
studded with chickpeas and garlic cloves; dotted around it were cups
of carob, liquorice, and tamarind juice, plates of salads and cheeses,
and bowls of flavoursome vegetable soup.

A string of carnelian prayer beads in hand, Sheikh Mursi sat humbly
praising the Lord and asking His forgiveness until the zzan sounded.
When he stood up and moved to the other side of the room to pray, his
entire little tribe joined him, arranging themselves in rows behind him
in a scene of humility and faith. Nur observed in silence, captivated
by Sheikh Mursi’s recitation of the Qur’an, which brought peace and
serenity to his heart. These moments of devotion—not to mention the
thirst and sweat—were followed by eating and drinking, the dining
table crackling with the clinking of spoons and the hubbub of the boys
as they happily tucked into their meal. But Nur didn’t join in their
enthusiasm; he felt awkward and uncertain, though he'd stayed in Sheikh
Mursi’s house dozens of times and always shared the family’s meals.
Sheikh Mursi attempted to sweep his embarrassment aside by heaping
his plate with food, to provoke his appetite, but Nur alone knew that
the discomfort he felt came from the fact he didn’t experience this kind
of intimacy in his home in the camp. He’d never had the feeling of
being surrounded and buttressed by family, by children, by siblings, by
parents, by clamour, and noise. He'd never once known what it was to
have a normal family. Is this what it must be like? he asked himself. Is
this what it is to be a father or a mother, this touch of divinity?

After thanking Zaynab for the delicious #ftar meal, Nur and Sheikh
Mursi retired to the guest room next to the sitting room, only for her
to reward them a few minutes later with a plate of mouthwatering
gatayif stuffed with cream and nuts, accompanied by Sheikh Mursi’s
Persian tobacco waterpipe. But Sheikh Mursi quickly pulled him out
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of the warm family atmosphere he was experiencing for the first time.

“If youre going to go to the Institute tomorrow then you need to leave
early, around eight or nine in the morning, before the demonstrations
and clashes get too bad.”

“That’s what I'm planning,” replied Nur quietly.

“As I said, Nur, things are very tense right now. Jerusalem hasn’t seen
this level of escalation for years. So I don’t advise you to go walking
around the Old City this evening.”

“Is it really that bad?”

“It’s worse. Especially for a young man like you who doesn’t know
whether he’s Nur or Ur.”

Sheikh Mursi realised his comment had hurt Nur and hurried to
soothe the wound.

“I just mean how you’re going to get around tonight. If you go to
Damascus Gate looking like that, some people will think you're Jewish,
and if one of the border police asks to see your ID, they’ll wonder what
a Jewish guy is doing wandering around among all those Arabs. So,
spend the night at home and don’t worry about it. We'll stay up until
suhour talking. First I'll go to pray the tarawibh at Al-Aqgsa.”

“That’s ok,” said Nur sadly, getting up to leave for his own room.
“I’ll make some notes for the novel until you get back.”

Resigned to the fate of the room, and Sheikh Mursi’s fears at the
idea of him wandering around the Old City, Nur al-Shahdi knew that
he was not yet free of the room. There was a room in a camp, built
of alleyways, and there was another room here in Jerusalem built out
of occupation, repression, and injustice. So what should he do now?

Translated by Katharine Halls
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Prologue

F awzan al-Tahawy died without a single wish. No one noticed, and
they only learned of his death when they found him two nights
later. He was in bed, wrapped in a woollen blanket that smelled of
wet straw. Curled on his side like a foetus. Thin, as if he’d been dead
a thousand years. Eyes closed. Mouth wide open. Hands drawn up to
his chest like someone pleading with death for another chance at life.

Fawzan was not an important man, and he had no family. He used
to go around the village in the early mornings, repairing horse and
donkey saddles. In the evening, he’'d head for his mud-brick house on
the village’s outskirts, vanishing from sight and not appearing again
until the next day, as if he died and was reborn with each new sunrise.

On account of his humble, solitary existence, and because the man
was so poor, the neighbours who discovered his death found nothing
among his belongings that could be used to pay for his shroud. So, as
an act of charity, they shared the cost of preparing him for his funeral.
They buried him, recited the fatiha for his soul, and then went on
their way.

No one cared a whit about Fawzan al-Tahawy’s death except Sheikh
Ghalib. The sheikh, a man in his 50s, was sitting in front of his stable,
smoking a hookah with the mayor and some other village elders, when
his servant approached and bent down to his ear to whisper the news
he’d long been waiting for.

“Fawzan al-Tahawy’s dead, Hajj Ghalib.”

The sheikh’s eyes lit up. He stood, seized his cloak and cane, and
walked off, abandoning the mayor and the rest of his guests.

Taking his son and three of his servants with him, he hurried to
reach the dead man’s house before dusk fell, while the bloody glow of
sunset stained the sky.

He wielded his cane angrily, stabbing it at the dusty ground as if
complaining to fate about the delay in Fawzan al-Tahawy’s demise—or
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perhaps he'd been afraid that this moment would come, or he hadn’t
wanted the man to die in the first place... His feelings were a jumble.
And although his stride seemed sure and steady, there was a tremble to
it, so that neither his son nor any of his servants dared overtake him.
In his head, a tempest raged.

Many years ago, his mother had told him that Fawzan al-Tahawy
had robbed them and murdered his father. His father’s other wives had
said so too. What did he steal? They didn’t say. And how did Fawzan
kill his father, when, back then, he’'d been a boy of just 14? They said
nothing about that either. Sheikh Ghalib al-Tahawy had no answers;
he'd spent half a century waiting for his cousin Fawzan to die so he
could reclaim something lost, but he didn’t know what it was! And
today, what he wanted had happened.

When he drew near the house, he saw a little girl sitting alone on
the stairs. She was crying and clutching a pebble. Ghalib prodded her
irritably with his cane and growled, “Out of my way, girl!”

She moved away, terrified, and stood watching as they went in to
search the house.

Ghalib was certain that Fawzan, in spite of his dire poverty, was hiding
deeds for farmland and contracts for other properties, and maybe even
gold that he’d stolen from Ghalib’s father. He had convinced himself
that Fawzan had been a rich man, one who'd spent his life pretending to
be poor out of fear of vengeance. But today, this very night, everything
Fawzan owned would be his for the plundering!

It was 1975, and electricity hadn’t yet reached the village of Geziret
Saud. So, driven by curiosity, and before the dead man’s corpse was
cold in the ground, they spent the night rifling through his house by
the light of a kerosene lamp. The servants had set a chair outside the
door for Sheikh Ghalib, and he sat, worried, his forehead resting on
his cane, his breathing heavy, his cloak pulled tight around his broad
shoulders. One of the servants held up a lantern for him and stood
beside him like a sentry.

The servants turned the house upside down, but they didn’t find
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anything significant: no money, no deeds, no nothing. They were about
to leave, having lost hope of earning the sweet reward their master had
promised, when one of them felt something hard in the pallet Fawzan
used to sleep on. Eagerly, they split the cotton-stuffed mattress along
its side so they could retrieve what the dead man had so determinedly
concealed.

In the dim light, they pulled out a carefully secreted bundle of
papers. It was wrapped in a magazine cover emblazoned with a picture
of Gamal Abdel Nasser and tied with several loops of braided rope, as
if it were a cache of great value.

Thinking the papers were title deeds, one of the servants couldn’t
help blurting out, “Deeds, Sheikh Ghalib! Deeds...”

Ghalib jerked upright and raised his head. Then he got up and
rushed into the house, banging his cane against the floor. He grabbed
the bundle of papers and began to flip through them.

A mere glance was enough to tell him that his ignorant servant had
been mistaken: these papers weren't deeds; they were yellowed clippings
from old newspapers, all of them carrying news of horse races at the
Heliopolis club—a club that no longer existed. That, and a few letters
the servants were also unable to read. The most recent one was dated
1925 and bore a stamp with a picture of King Fuad!

As he leafed through the pages, a photograph fell out, and Sheikh
Ghalib bent over to retrieve it. He held it up to the light from his
servant’s lantern, and examined it, astonished.

In the black and white picture, a boy sat on a white mare. A foreign
woman held the reins, looking calmly at the camera. Beside her were
two men: one of them scowled gloomily at the lens, while the other
struck a cocky pose, his hands on his hips and a cigarette dangling
from his mouth.

Sheikh Ghalib didn’t need to look any closer to see that the boy on
the horse was none other than a young Fawzan al-Tahawy. And this was
borne out by the untidy scrawl inscribed on the photograph.
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The horse’s name:

Shamaa, daughter of Yildiz the Elder, mother of horses.

And written on the back of the picture was:

Mrs Mitzi, the English lady, Marei Effendi al-Masri and Selim Effendi
Haqqi.

Heliopolis, 1920.

* k %

In the evening, Selim Haqqi asked for a pen, paper, and inkpot,

then began to write a letter.

“Dear Aida,
I hope you're in the best of health.

Many things have changed. Life hasn’t become any better, but I've
come to see that the painful truth is preferable in every way to a
comfortable delusion.

Some things we must let go because, in their presence, we become
like effigies, unseeing and unhearing.

Forgive me if your life with me was so miserable. I am, in the end,
a product of my delusions. And I think everyone in this world is
somehow a product of their delusions.

All my life, I've been choosing the easier, but more dangerous road,
never realizing that a stupid, irrational hope could cost me everything,
and that we don’t achieve our dreams by taking risks.

The truth is, we already hold in our grasp those precious things we
believe we are still searching for. Though hope remains uncertain,
we must embrace it, because life is a mixture of joy and sorrow,
togetherness and loss. And if we seek pure happiness, we will only
ever fail.
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You were always within my reach, but I still searched far and wide
for you.

Perhaps I was trying to find you among the horses and the numbers,
the bank notes and the lottery tickets, while the whole time you
were right here. For long years, I lived my life seeking to prove to
myself that I deserved you, oblivious to you and to your feelings.
A fine thread separates true love from selfishness, so forgive me if I
crossed from one to the other.

Now, as I'm looking back on it all, my only hope is to forget the past.

How strange humans can be. A man might live an entire lifetime
and, in the end, wish he could wipe it all away.

Maybe I'm just hallucinating as I write this; I'm in such turmoil
that I find I'm unable to express myself.

Aida, I love you...

And I think my love for you is the only thing I won’t regret at the
end of my life.

Farewell.”

As he wrote the last word, he trembled.

* k %

Epilogue

Dawn broke, and Ghalib al-Tahawy was still holding the photograph
as if, in a strange moment of revelation, everything had become clear to
him. He was staring, dazed, at the faces of the two effendis, the foreign
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woman, and Fawzan al-Tahawy on the horse. Like someone waking
from a long dream, he raised his head and trained his questioning eyes
on his servants as they tried to read his expression.

Ghalib’s father, Bargis al-Tahawy, had died because it was his fate
to die, and Fawzan al-Tahawy had lived because it was his fate to live:
he was immortalised in the photograph that revealed the whole story.

Ghalib al-Tahawy realised that he no longer believed what the women
had told him: Fawzan al-Tahawy had 7oz killed his father. For 50 years,
he’d lived with the conviction that his cousin was a murderer, then
he’'d lost his faith in it in the space of a single night. Perhaps it had
happened when he saw that picture, or because he'd searched Fawzan’s
house before his body was cold in his grave. He didn’t know. But that
morning, he decided to forgive and forget.

He swallowed, then got up from his chair with the help of his
cane, slid the picture back between the letters, and held them out to
his servants, telling them to, “Put these back where you found them!”

He contemplated the hovel where Fawzan al-Tahawy had lived, dirt
poor, for so long. If he had robbed Ghalib’s father, he wouldn’t have lived,
or died, like this. Ghalib ordered his servants to lock up the house, as if
what lay inside was a secret that must stay buried in the shadows. No
one would know what he'd found out about Fawzan al-Tahawy, even
though what he'd learned was precious little.

They secured the door with a hasp and padlock.

Sheikh Ghalib gazed out at the horizon’s clear, white morning light.
A cold breeze ran through his chest. He shook his head and, leaning on
his cane, walked away from the house with his servants following him.

Fawzan al-Tahawy lived for long years in Geziret Saud after Selim
Haqqi bade him farewell that day at the train station. He married,
but his wife died young without giving him any children. He didn’t
marry again, but lived on among the people, attending their wedding
celebrations and avidly watching the horse races that the young men
held in the village. “Horses are creatures of flesh and bone—sometimes
they win, sometimes they lose,” he’d say to console the losers. Then
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he’'d laugh that calm, gentle laugh of his, and his voice would be lost
amidst the trilling ululations and the retorts of shotguns and rifles.

Every day, people would see him making his rounds of the neighbouring
hamlets, a straw mat tucked under his arm and, on his back, a jute sack
containing the tools he used to repair saddles and horse tack. When
he stopped at a house or a stable, the children would gather around
him, settling down to watch him work as he sat on the mat, his tools
scattered in front of him. Good-natured and kind, he enjoyed their
company and liked playing with them, and—unlike other men of his
age—he didn’t find it beneath him to do so.

The children would wait for him so they could see him smoke. He
smoked hand-rolled cigarettes, which he kept in a silver box. After
rolling the cigarettes on the back of the box, he’d smoke them in a long
rosewood cigarette holder, which he often lost among his tools. The
children would help him look for it—sometimes they’d find it under
the mat. They loved to look on while he worked, a cigarette hanging
from his lips, but still laughing and talking. And every time he threw
away a butt-end, they’d pick it up and save it for later.

When the sun slanted down over the horizon, people would see him,
with his sack and his mat, walking back to Geziret Saud.

He was a humble, cheerful man, with a playful sense of humour,
who spoke to everyone young and old, especially little girls. If he saw
one of them with beautiful plaits, he'd say, “Your hair, girl, is as black
as the night, and, like a horse’s tail, a lovely sight.”

And the girl would laugh like a bird, shyly covering her mouth with
her small hands. The children would follow in his wake until they bade
him goodbye at the edge of the village.

Fawzan was of average height. Slender, with prominent bones in his
face, he had a thin grey moustache above his delicate mouth which gave
him a kindly, melancholy air, although his eyes were always laughing.

He had been content with this expression all through his long life,
right up until the end, when they found him dead in his bed, as if
sleeping.
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Many years passed after Fawzan al-Tahawy boarded the train from
Cairo to Geziret Saud, and they were years of momentous change.

In 1969, the Heliopolis racetrack was shut down: it was considered a
manifestation of capitalism and colonialism. The track was transformed
into the Merryland Park, and then into an open-air cinema, and then
it fell into decay and was forgotten. The only trace that remains is the
name of the street that leads to its ruins. It runs between Hegaz Street
and Gesr al-Suez, and is known until today as Race Street.

Selim Haqqi’s wife, Aida, wrote to Fawzan al-Tahawy, sending him
many letters after getting his address from her husband. But her letters
stopped abruptly in 1925.

The Luna Park funfair was demolished, and Roxy Square emerged in
its place. The Heliopolis Palace Hotel was nationalised after the 1952
revolution and converted into the Ittihadia Palace.

Nothing was heard of Mitzi Khashab after she left for England,
and no one knew a thing about Marei al-Masri. As for Selim Effendi,
memories of him faded after his wife’s letters stopped arriving.

The four of them had been like billiard balls. In the blink of an eye,
their lives intersected, collided, and then each ricocheted in a different
direction. They never met again. Ever.

Years went by, and when they discovered Fawzan al-Tahawy’s body,
they found him curled on his side like a foetus, his eyes closed, his mouth
wide open. His hands were drawn up to his chest, so they thought he'd
been pleading with death for another chance at life.

But the truth was, the night Fawzan al-Tahawy died in bed, he’d
dreamt that dream from long ago, the dream where he was young again,
riding his white horse Shamaa at the old track in Heliopolis, as the
sound of roaring crowds rose all around.

He turned around, in the dream, and saw Selim Effendi Haqqi
nearby, leaning on the black automobile, his hands in his pockets.
Next to him, Mrs Mitzi was laughing, and Marei Effendi al-Masri, his
foot propped on one of the tyres, was blowing out cigarette smoke as
he gave Fawzan that roguish, cynical look of his.
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Fawzan grinned at them, then turned back to the track, ready for
the race to begin. Loud cheering filled the air, and a blissful smile
spread across his face.

When they found Fawzan al-Tahawy dead, they thought he was curled
up like a foetus, but he was actually in the riding position. Crouched
in the saddle, just like Marei Effendi had taught him. And his hands
weren't pleading with death, they were holding his mare’s reins. At this
point in his final dream, he spurred her, and she took off, blazing. She

ran and ran and no one would ever catch her.

The End

Translated by Ranya AbdelRahman
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I t was time for me to arrange the novel’s fragments, to open a mosaic
workshop in fiction and labour over the three segments—segments
for whose sake I've made sacrifices, the kind you don’t rush into. It was
essential that I follow the novel’s through line, gathering and composing
its parts in the proper sequence. I had filled pages of my notebook with
comments on each of the three texts, ensuring that I could combine
them and their events into a seamless whole. I adjusted the time at
which each section (except for the extracts from 7he Young Moor) begins.
I then divided the texts’ narratives across 16 chapters and appended
an epilogue so that the story opens and closes in the voice and on the
authority of its source, the mosaicist—a role I have assigned myself.
I preserved each narrative as written by its owner, changing nothing
beyond what the structure of the whole required.

The irony of ink’s fate is that, after finalising the matter of the
intersecting texts, writing again seized my hand. And so I wrote a section
to supplement the memoirs of Nawal al-Hinnawi and a long epilogue
with my mosaicist’s pen. As I crafted the passage you're reading now,
I found myself experiencing the act of writing as a new birth, a bright
spark in my capacity as a creative whose passion for ink had left him
some time ago. It was good to feel that urge once more—the tremor
of my fingers as they reached up into the world of the imagination.

I spent almost two months immersed in this process, scribing and
striking and sorting passages. During that time, I came across two
important clippings in Ariadna’s papers, to which I added a third from
my own collection, cut from a column in a/-Wajiha that followed the

investigation into the American writer’s death:

Case closed in the mysterious death of American
writer Ariadna Noel

(Al-Wajiha—Events—Monday, February 5, 1996)
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The Office of the Public Prosecutor has disclosed the
mysterious death of American writer Ariadna Noel. Noel’s
body was found in the early evening of January 21, in the
bathroom of her rented home in Zerhoun. The forensic
report revealed the cause of death to be hypoxia from
carbon monoxide inhalation. The report also found a leak
in the victim’s boiler.

The Zerhoun Police Department opened the investigation
after receiving a report from the landlord. He was attempting
to collect the writer’s late rent when he smelled something
rotten through the front door. The town’s gendarmerie, with
support from a Meknes unit, was dispatched to the scene,
where they found the saponified corpse of an American
citizen in her mid-20s. The autopsy examination confirmed
that the death occurred about three weeks before the body
was discovered.

The investigation was led by principal police investigator
Jalal al-Kettani, known for solving even the hardest cases
that have puzzled the detectives of Meknes. His squad found
no evidence of a struggle or break-in: the house had not
been ransacked, the windows were secure, and the door
was locked with a key from the inside. Allegations that
the American had been killed could not be corroborated.
An incident report was filed.

Before I blended the three manuscripts for the foundation of my
composite novel, I drew architectural plans in my mind. I then prepared
the precious blocks, their shapes now finalised—examining them,
dividing them into tesserae, and laying them so precisely that lines and
flourishes appeared as though they had never been broken. When the
sections were set, made mortar of newspaper clippings plus my own
ink and began applying them between the fragments, filling pauses
and extending commentary between the mosaic’s gaps. I searched for
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suitable epigraphs and, finally, wiped the haze off the surface of my
grand narrative board.

This is my story. It’s neither biographical nor exploitative. It’s the
story of a mosaicist and the three writers whose texts he wanted to
make whole, to form into a single work worthy of the reader’s leisure.

I left the manuscript to mature on my computer for 365 days. Yes, I
put it aside for the entirety of a year. And when I returned to my pages,
I read it through several times with the eyes of an impartial reader. I
made a few corrections to the text and, in early March 1997, mailed the
manuscript—along with my contact information—to a distinguished
publishing house in Rabat. It was the same house to which, years earlier,
I had inquired about getting my first novel published, but they hadn’t
bothered with the courtesy of a response. That’s how publishers are.
They treat you like a child begging his parents to let him bring his toys
inside the house. And if that permission is granted and the toys become
a great source of pleasure, they remind you that they made you.

It took only three weeks from when I sent the heavy envelope for me
to hear from the publishing director personally. He informed me, after
an introduction of carefully chosen words, that he intended to offer
me a contract and publish the novel. The joy of my triumph over ink
was great, and I wished that Lina had been there to celebrate with me.
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End

He’s from Rabat originally—grew up pampered, but the force
changed him. He graduated from the Royal Institute of Police in Kenitra,
specialising as a crime scene technician. In his late twenties, he joined
the Meknes Police Department and, three years ago, was promoted to
the rank of principal police investigator.

Now, Mourad al-Sharadi is in his mid-30s—a tall young man with
an athletic body and an olive complexion. His eyes, the colour of coffee,
burn with intelligence. He’s worked several baffling cases, including
that of the American writer who died in Zerhoun, asphyxiated by
the gas leak from her boiler. His love of reading, the value of which
he had appreciated from an early age, distinguishes him from others
in the profession. He spends his free time searching books for ideas,
details, and dialogue, and finds only delight. He often attributes his
aptitude for police work to the novels he’s read, especially the detective
ones. He devoured the stories of Arthur Conan Doyle, the mysteries of
Agatha Christie, and the enquétes of Maurice Leblanc’s gentleman thief
Arséne Lupine. He also read Margery Allingham and, belatedly, Sidney
Sheldon, the undisputed godfather of 20"-century detective fiction.
Sheldon captivated the young man with films and novels whose English
versions Mourad tracked down in the bookshops of Rabat and Meknes.

One morning, after leaving his apartment in Hamriya, Mourad
stopped by a local bookshop and asked the owner about Sidney’s novels.
The bookseller regretted that the texts were absent from his shop, so he
outstretched a palm toward a glass shelf and invited his visitor to take
in the bouquet of freshly picked publications on offer instead. Mourad
approached the shelf, labelled “New Releases,” and his brown eyes fell
upon an expensive-looking novel with an elegant cover: The Mosaicist
by Asim al-Shabihi.

It intrigued him: on the top half of the cover, the title cut diagonally
across the sky; on the bottom half, a mosaic depicted the gravelly outline
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of a dark-skinned woman whose mouth was agape. He pulled the book
from the shelf and started leafing through it. He stopped by chance
on a page set with wider margins. Its font, too, was different—tighter,
like that of a newspaper column. He read:

Case closed in the mysterious death of
American writer Ariadna Noel

(Al-Wajiha—Events—Monday, February 5, 1996)

The Office of the Public Prosecutor has disclosed the
mysterious death of American writer Ariadna Noel. Noel’s
body was found on the early evening of the 21st of the
previous month, in the bathroom of her rented home in
Zerhoun. The forensic report revealed the cause of death to
be hypoxia from carbon monoxide inhalation. The report
also found a leak in the victim’s boiler.

As he read, his brow furrowed. Before he had reached the last lines
of the newspaper clipping, signs of bewilderment were visible on his
handsome face.

The investigation was led by principal police investigator
Jalal al-Kettani, known for solving difficult cases that have
puzzled detectives. His squad found no sign of aggression
on the doors and windows. Allegations that the American
had been killed could not be corroborated.

His head was clouded with astonishment, for the similarity between
the news in the clipping and an incident he had investigated almost two
years ago was incredible. The inspector in al-Shabihi’s novel, however,
answered to another name. The American victim, too— ‘Ariadna Noel,’
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whose real name marked the back of his heart like a scar.

He bought the book and headed to his favourite café, which was
located on the first side street off the main avenue. There he launched
into reading.

The call to the evening prayer was pouring from the Ismaili city’s
minarets when Mourad finished the novel. He felt a sting in his eyes and
a ringing in his head. But still he couldn’t pull his gaze from the pages
before him. They left him with a sense of admiration and a giddiness
that verged on terror. Every detail of that crime—the only one on
which he’d never, over the course of his career, found a lead—was laid
out in the book.

He left the café and walked with slow, deliberate steps, as scenes from
the investigation—still etched in his memory—thronged his thoughts:
the water falling from a sprinkler onto the saponified corpse; the blue
door locked from the inside; the puncture in the boiler that looked like
it had been made with a sharp tool; the single knife missing from the
kitchen set; the robe, towel, and swimsuit hanging in the laundry room;
the illuminated lamps in the bathroom and hallway; and the writer’s
computer, completely wiped. Now, in his hands, was his first lead on
this perfect crime. It had been nearly two years since the incident—two
years of Mourad turning impossible scenarios over and over in his mind
with no indication of progress.

Two years had passed as he replayed those images without gaining
any insight into the murder of Alice Moore. His initial suspicions
were directed at the woman’s companion, a young schoolteacher from
Fertassa named Nasser al-Issa, who had been seen with her at Hotel
Volubilis. Mourad had summoned him to the police station in Hamriya
for interrogation, but all that the teacher revealed was that he used to
meet Alice at the hotel, then accompany her on trips to the archacological
site, to Meknes, and sometimes to the forested Rmilat Park. He swore
that she’'d only stayed there for two weeks and that he’d never—not
even once—seen the house she rented in Zerhoun.

Mourad had nonetheless continued investigating the teacher. He

76



learned that Nasser had recently been assigned to the school, that he
had a good reputation, and moreover, that he was the up-and-coming
author of two books whose titles Mourad still remembered—Phantom
Blindness and The Phoenix’s Nest—the latter of which was a finalist for
a prestigious Arabic literary award in the Emirates.

Don’t you see, Mourad asked himself, that this young teacher fits the
description of Jawad al-Atlasi, a character in the novel you're holding?

He stopped in his tracks beside a streetlight, which was casting
forceful rays on his end of the desolate sidewalk. It was then that the
full extent of the resemblance became clear to Mourad. Even the titles
of Jawad al-Atlasi’s books, Love Blindness and The Wasp’s Nest, reflected
those written by Nasser—Phantom Blindness and The Phoenix’s Nest.
This could mean one thing and one thing only: that the clever Asim
al-Shabihi, author of The Mosaicist, knew Nasser intimately. He may
have changed the name of the teacher and the titles of his books, but he
had preserved other details of his life, including the man’s ambiguous
relationship with Alice Moore (or, to use her fictitious moniker, Ariadna
Noel).

Nasser al-Issa, then, must've written 7he Young Moor too—Mourad
deduced—Dbefore the manuscript was extorted by the mosaicist, Tihami
al-Ismaili, who had to be based on none other than Asim al-Shabihi
himself. “The truth will come out,” cried the detective, “and The Young
Moor will be reclaimed!”

Mourad would not have arrived at the truth himself had he not
read how Jalal ultimately solved the murder of Alice Moore. Sure,
Asim al-Shabihi was smart enough not to use the real identities of any
of his characters (not even that of the psychiatrist), but the details of
his crime transcended names. Only the perpetrator could have known
and written such things. Mourad now held the solution to an ancient
mystery, as well as the three stolen texts—and it was his primary suspect
who had handed him the evidence.

Mourad turned back onto the avenue he had travelled that morning.
He strolled by the bookstore that had given him this critical—if long
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overdue—discovery. The iron gate was lowered. To its right was a sign
with the shop’s business hours, which the detective recorded in his
memory. He was about to leave when he noticed a medium-sized poster
also taped to the wall. It was a bulletin for an upcoming event. He read:

The Mohamed El Mnouni Médiathéque invites you to a
reading of The Mosaicist by Meknes’s own Professor Asim
al-Shabihi. The event, organised in partnership with the
Association des Amis de I'Art et de la Culture and open to
the public, will be held on Saturday, December 27, 1997,

at five o’clock in the evening. A signing will follow.
Mourad made a mental note of the date and time and marched down
the street with a phantom smile on his lips. “I'll be there,” he said out

loud, as if responding to an imaginary interlocutor. “With a copy of
the novel and a pair of handcuffs.”

Translated by Lily Sadowsky

78



dupell ddqyll duallell il

The 2024 Judging Panel
CHAIR OF JUDGES

NABIL SULEIMAN is a Syrian writer, born
in Safita, Syria in 1945. He studied Arabic
Literature and graduated from the University
of Damascus in 1967. He is the author of
57 books, including 22 novels. He has been
awarded numerous prizes, most recently the
UAE’s Sultan Owais Cultural Award (2021).
His novels have been translated into Danish,
English Farsi, Russian and Spanish, and they include: Night of the World
(2016); History of the Extinguished Eyes (2019); Permutations of the
Golden Human Being (2022); and his four-part novel Orbits of the East
(2012), which was named 20th in a list of the best 100 Arabic novels
of the 20™ century, chosen by the Arab Writers’ Union. Among his

works of literary criticism are 7he Sign and the Meaning (2018) and The
Seduction of Narration and Criticism (1994). Suleiman has participated
in and lectured at various literary and cultural conferences, seminars
and festivals, as well as Arab and foreign universities, and has been a
judge on many literary prizes.
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MEMBERS OF THE PANEL

SONIA NIMR is a Palestinian writer,
researcher and academic, born in Jenin,
in 1955. She is Professor of Philosophy
and Cultural Studies at Birzeit University,
Ramallah, Palestine, and is known for her
distinguished contributions to academic
research in the fields of oral history and

collective memory. She has published over
24 books for children and young adults
and has been awarded numerous prizes, including the Etisalat Award
at the Sharjah Festival in 2014, for Wondrous Journeys in Strange Lands
(2013). Her novel Thunderbird (2016) won the 2018 Sharjah Reading
Festival Prize, and three of her books appeared on the Honour List of
the International Board on Books for Young People (IBBY) based in
Switzerland, in 2004, 2014 and 2023. Her work has been translated
into Danish, English, Farsi, French Portuguese, Slovenian and Spanish,
among other languages. Nimr has been nominated for several prestigious
international prizes, such as Sweden’s Astrid Lindgren Award (2016,
2018 and 2022) and IBBY’s Hans Christian Andersen Award (2016).

FRANTISEK ONDRAS is a Czech
academic and translator, born in Opo¢no
in 1964. He is an Assistant Professor at
the Faculty of Arts of Charles University,
Prague, in the Czech Republic, specialising
in Arabic Literature and Culture. He has
translated works of Arabic literature such as
the Magamat of Al-Hamadhani, and short

stories, into Czech, and is a simultaneous
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interpreter between Arabic and Czech. He is the author of numerous
studies on the art of modern Arabic narrative, including: Realistic Style
in the Works of Gha'ib Tumah Farman (1988); The Egyptian Novel and
Short Story in the 1980s and 1990s (2003); The Image of Ancient Egypt
in the Modern Egyptian Novel (2008); The Narrative Documentation of
the Self in the Works of Sonallah Ibrahim (2008); The Arabic Novel — the
Growth and Development of the Literary Genre (2017); and The Use of
Aspects of Cultural Heritage in the Omani Novel (2023). Ondrds has
participated in several conferences about Arabic language and literature
in the Arab world and European countries. He is also a member of
EURAMAL, the European Association for Modern Arabic Literature.

MOHAMED SHOAIR is an Egyptian
critic and journalist, born in Qena in
1974. He is currently managing editor
of the Akhbar al-Adab newspaper, having
previously edited Aalem al-Kutub magazine
and the Bab Masr website, specialising in
culture and heritage. Shoair has won a
number of prizes, including the Egyptian

Journalists’ Syndicate Award (seven times
between 2005 and 2017) and the Dubai Journalism Award (2005,
2008, 2016). Further, he won Egypt’s Sawiris Award in 2019 for his
non-fiction work The Story of the Banned Book: Naguib Mahfouz's
Children of the Alley (2018), which was later translated into English
by the American University in Cairo Press. It was also longlisted for
the Sheikh Zayed Book Award. His published works include Writings
Whilst on Guard Duty: Letters of Abdel Hakim Qasem (2010); Memoirs
of Miss Um Kulthoum (2018); Stones and Medals; Tales from the Archive
of Journalism, Culture and Art (2019); and Beginnings and Endings: The
Years of Naguib Mahfouz (2021).
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HAMMOUR ZIADA is a Sudanese
writer and journalist, born in Khartoum
in 1977. He has worked for both charitable
and civil society organisations, and as a
journalist for a number of Sudanese
newspapers, including Al-Mustaqilla, Ajras
al-Horriya and Al-Jarida. He was also
editor-in-chief of the cultural section of
the Sudanese paper Al-Akhbar. Ziada is the
author of several works of fiction: A Life Story from Omdurman (2008); Al-
Kunj (2010); and Sleeping ar the Foot of the Mountain (2014). His
second novel, The Longing of the Dervish (2014), won Egypt’s Naguib
Mahfouz Medal for Literature in 2014 and was shortlisted for the 2015
International Prize for Arabic Fiction. His third novel, 7he Drowning

(2018), was translated into English and French, with its French edition
shortlisted for the Prix de la Littérature Arabe, awarded by the Institut
du Monde Arabe in Paris. His short story Sleeping at the Foot of the
Mountain was adapted into a Sudanese and international film, entitled
You Will Die at Twenty, which has won prizes at festivals in Venice,
Carthage and El-Gouna, Egypt, among others.
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The Translators

RANYA ABDELRAHMAN is a translator of Arabic literature into
English. After working for more than 16 years in the information
technology industry, she changed careers to pursue her passion for books,
promoting reading and translation. She has published translations in
ArabLit Quarterly, The Markaz Review, and The Common, and is the
translator of Out of Time, a short story collection by the late Palestinian
author Samira Azzam. Abdelrahman’s co-translation of bestselling
Kuwaiti author Bothayna Al-Essa’s dystopian novel 7he Book Censor’s
Library, with Sawad Hussain, is out this spring.

WIAM EL-TAMAMI is an Egyptian writer, translator, editor, and
wanderer. She has spent the last 20 years moving between different
cultures and communities across the Middle East, Europe, Southeast
Asia, and North America. She writes creative nonfiction, fiction, and
microstories that blur the boundaries of both. Her writing and translation
work have been published in Granta, Ploughshares, Freemans, CRAFT, The
Sun Magazine, Social Movement Studies, Jadaliyya, Alif, and Banipal, as
well as several anthologies. She won the 2011 Harvill Secker Translation
Prize, was shortlisted for the 2023 CRAFT Nonfiction Award, and was
a finalist for the 2023 Disquiet International Prize. She has received
fellowships, grants, and residencies from Art Omi, the Banff Center
for the Arts, Akademie Schloss Solitude, the Mophradat Foundation,
and the Berlin Senate. She is currently based in Berlin.

TIM GREGORY is an Arabic-to-English translator from Seattle,
Washington. His career so far has transitioned from military service
through technology and into translation. For more than 25 years, he
has worked as a translator in both the public and the private sectors.
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His passion as a reader of science fiction of all kinds led him to pursue
the shift to translating literature, earning an MA in translation from
the University of Illinois in 2018. His first three translated books are
the Warriors and Warlocks trilogy by Dr. Monther Alkabbani, published
by Yatakhayaloon between 2019 and 2022.

KATHARINE HALLS is an Arabic-to-English translator from Cardiff,
Wales. Her critically acclaimed translation of Ahmed Naji’s prison
memoir Rorten Evidence was a finalist for the National Book Critics
Circle Award for Autobiography. She was awarded a 2021 PEN/Heim
Translation Fund Grant for her translation of Haytham El-Wardany’s
Things That Can’t Be Fixed and her translation, with Adam Talib, of Raja
Alem’s The Dove’s Necklace received the 2017 Sheikh Hamad Award
for Translation and International Understanding. She is one third of
teneleven, an agency for contemporary Arabic literature.

LILY SADOWSKY is an editor and translator from Los Angeles,
CA, where she discovered her love of language after being enrolled in a
French school at the age of five. She graduated from Macalester College
in Saint Paul, MN, with a double major in pure mathematics and classical
languages. She then obtained an MA in Middle Eastern studies from the
University of Chicago, for which she wrote her thesis on multilingualism,
intertextuality, and political economy in Muhammad Zafzaf’s novel
al-Tha’lab alladhi yazharu wa-yakhtafi. Her translations have appeared
in The Common, The Markaz Review, and ArabLit Quarterly, as well as
at the inaugural Bila Hudood: Arabic Literature Everywhere festival.
She currently resides in Chicago, IL.

SAMUEL WILDER is a poet and translator who lives in Berlin.
He is the translator of three novels by Ghassan Zaqtan, most recently
An Old Carriage with Curtains (Seagull Books, 2023).
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