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One of Egypt’s greatest contemporary writers, GAMAL AL-GHITANI 
(1945–2015) was born into a family of modest means in the Egyptian 
countryside. He trained as a carpet maker before turning his attention 
to writing, publishing over a dozen novels and several collections of short 
stories.

This haunting memoir, one of seven autobiographical “notebooks” written 
before Ghitani’s death, weaves together a series of vignettes in a style that 
mimics the uneven, discontinuous nature of memory itself. These frag-
ments, or traces, are summoned from across the span of a singular lifetime, 
from Ghitani’s rural birthplace in Upper Egypt to Cairo, to the Arab world 
and beyond. We read of his childhood adventures, his erotic awakenings, 
his time as a political prisoner, and his reports from the battlefront in Iraq 
and the corridors of power in Syria. There are vivid passages that capture 
fl eeting glances of strangers through car windows, fl avors and scents of 
delicacies he still savored, and dreams and sorrows of neighbors in the 
apartment blocks of Cairo before Nasser, as well as recollections of chance 
conversations at points of transit, in cafés and on elegant streets, and trysts 
with unnamed paramours. 

These memories, and Ghitani’s musings on memory’s own fi nitude and 
mutability, make Traces both memoir and a meditation on memory itself, in 
all its inscrutable workings and inevitable betrayals. 

“Traces is a recollection of the poignant passage of time and the visceral 
traces it leaves in memory. Al-Ghitani s̓ work arrives safe and sound on 
a foreign shore in this exquisite, sensitive, and beautiful translation.”
 — Sinan Antoon, author of The Book of Collateral Damage 
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Getting ready to leave
The extension rings; it’s her voice—optimistic, always suggestive of the 
moment of sunrise, the beginning of a new day. Since I first joined thirty-
six years ago, we’ve talked once or twice a year, exchanging inquiries about 
children and health and touching briefly, sometimes, on things having to do 
with work. In the past year, she’s always taken the initiative, showing a gen-
erous affection, perhaps because we’ve known each other for so long—our 
instinctive understanding, our parallel circumstances, the children moving 
from one phase in life to another, questions about the future, engagement, 
marriage. She’s not a grandmother yet, nor am I a grandfather. Just hearing 
her voice fills me with a kind of happy anticipation.

“Did you notice the raise this month?” she asks brightly.
I tell her it was the bursar who’d drawn my attention to it. I’d lost any 

sense of my salary years ago, when the fall in the value of the Egyptian 
pound meant that it covered only the very basic needs. 

“Nothing is enough anymore,” she agrees, “whether it’s a little or a lot. 
But this raise is significant.” 

“I expected a performance bonus,” I say. 
“The performance bonuses will be paid next month, but this raise is 

in recognition of those who’ve reached the beginning of their last year of 
service,” she says. 

Smiling, I reply, “So that’s what those fifty pounds are?” 
She says she wanted to tell me so that I wouldn’t be too puzzled. Then 

she adds that ours has been a lifelong friendship and that the difference 
between us is just one year. She will retire the year after me, in the same 
month. Warmly, I wish her good health and peace of mind. 
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After the call is over, I look up at the office walls—the photos in their 
frames, the paintings and prints that I always look at, the books in the book-
case facing me. 

I must start clearing all of this out so that I don’t suddenly find myself 
having to empty out the place in just a few days. It’s no surprise that I’ve 
reached my last year, that I’ll arrive at the point of retirement this time next 
year. I’ve been thinking about it for a while, but this is the first time I’ve 
been faced with the practicality of it. Everything is proceeding according 
to a precise system that’s been in place for a long time. I’m still surprised by 
that bonus, which nobody had mentioned before. I think about the proce-
dures that accompany the end of service: settling my pension, confirming 
that I’ve completed my years of service, finalizing the necessary documents, 
determining the benefits I’ll receive from social insurance, the savings pool 
at work, and the union. A week ago, an old friend visited me. He retired 
two years ago. I asked him what he’d gone through: the administrative 
procedures that were weighing on my mind, the documents that had to be 
completed, and the total amount of the severance payment that I would 
deposit in the bank and whose interest I would use to make up for the drop 
in my income after I left service. 

Leaving service?
Retirement?
Why should I feel so astonished, taken by surprise, confused, like 

someone who’s lost his bearings, even though, for some time now,  
I’ve been looking back at what was, rather than looking forward to what 
will be?

Why is my sense of time suddenly heightened, as if I’ve been caught 
unawares, even though the facts have been clear—and for quite a while? 

And so I’m living through a critical period, a stage between two dif-
ferent states. I’m not fully alert, only receiving signals that could be either 
a sharp jab or a gentle touch. Is it possible that her voice over the phone 
should have alerted me to such decisive moments?

I stare at an indeterminate point, semiconscious, as if floating on brief 
moments from the past, not knowing whether they’re passing me by or I’m 
passing by them. Those days, months, years; those seconds and minutes—
why the tears in my eyes, why am I on the verge of shedding tears without 
tears, while all of this has been so expected?

Is it her voice announcing the start of the procedures, the preparing of 
the documents, the thud of the ink stamps, the closing of files? That bonus 
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she mentions is a gentle reminder to be ready, a signal to pack the suitcases 
for departure, a faint beam that alerts the traveler that he’s arriving at his 
destination. How quickly time passes!

I see myself through the eyes of a bird circling at a great height as I 
once crossed that road to the old administration building. The particular 
day or month escapes me, yet I see the moment when I crossed that thresh-
old for the first time, when I signed the document to begin work. I was 
twenty-four at the time: a trajectory of thirty-six years, now reduced to a 
few papers in a file, transferred to the archives, the dust accumulating on 
top of lines written at different times, on top of signatures and reports to 
which I didn’t have access and decisions that once meant something.

The end overtakes me abruptly. When I started out, I thought I had 
infinite time—looking forward took precedence over looking back. At 
thirty, I paused. My writing was an expression of my surprise at the com-
pletion of three decades. When you reach such a juncture, it’s as if a door 
closes firmly behind you, making it impossible to go back. After thirty, time 
is compressed. Reaching forty is faster. Fifty arrives in no time, and now 
here I am, “with a distance of two bow lengths to go, or less” (Qur’an 53:9). 
Finishing out the term of service—retirement. Pension? How can the word 
for “ceasing to work” share the same root in Arabic as the word for “liv-
ing?” How is it that I haven’t considered this expression before? In calling 
the end an exit, are there echoes of a hidden code from the time of our 
distant ancestors? They thought of eternal silence as a mere phase, a transi-
tion from state to state.

Departing into daylight. Retirement—perhaps. Regardless of the 
terms, the phrase is nothing but an expression of the expiration of a life and 
the beginning of a different time—more reminiscence and less expectation. 
I recall the phrase as it appeared in the ancient, sacred book:1 

Yesterday I completed my life
And today I go out into the day.
I repeat it when I’m on my own, solitary, a situation that’s familiar 

to me. My acute awareness of the passage of time spurs me to write in 
these notebooks. Yet beginning the practical steps of what had been merely 
an expectation takes things to a different domain. My colleague’s smiling 
voice, glowing with friendship, calls my attention to what I’ve understood, 
in its entirety, for a while.

1 Widely known as The Book of the Dead, the original title in ancient Egyptian (“Birt 
emhaaro”) is “The Departure into Daylight” (author’s translation).
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Those tiny specks remain after the extinction of time—mere traces 
that remain after the erasure of the moments I’ve passed through or that 
have passed through me, some which exhausted me and caused me pain, 
others which delighted me and transported me to rare heights.

As the end draws near, everything is compressed, time is condensed 
into particles that shoot past me without lingering. If I were to describe it 
in this way to those who have put up with me and endured my company, 
they would be taken aback. Traces, what are left of me, that matter to no 
one but me. All that I’ve accomplished is nothing but a shadow of erased 
shadows, wisps of dispersed clouds. A presence unnoticed by those who 
pass by, some of whom I knew, others who came from nowhere, from gates 
hidden from me, and then disappeared. Moments which have now passed—
mere signals of what used to be, suggesting or signifying the hidden cycles 
of the universe, that enfold me completely.

My traces are echoes of desire. Fear, longing, sadness, yearning—
shadows of the dew formed in the recesses of the soul. My inner world is 
crowded with unheard cries, unuttered laments, whispers of planets and the 
glimmer of stars that I once sought with my limited vision. For a fleeting 
moment, I wondered about their locations and their moons and about what 
remained of their life spans. After I’m gone, some will live on for millions of 
years. Others are already long extinct, even though I can still see their light 
shining from the past. I no longer take any notice of my own continuing 
disappearance. Now, I observe what remains of me just as I observe those 
fading stars—as we all disappear. It’s not me who beholds them. It’s some-
one else, someone parallel to me and now departing. I try to gather what’s 
left of his traces—my traces—as the end of my allotted time draws near, 
when my life will be plucked from me. 

In hope, I cling to fragments . . . setting out to record whatever remains, 
whatever I can capture, whatever flashes through my mind, free from time and 
space, questions that I won’t be able to answer before I go, that I can merely 
say out loud, with no intention of putting them in order or arranging them. 
Maybe what occurs to me will reveal something about me. Maybe what I cap-
ture will show something of what I was, of the yearnings I felt and the sighs I 
emitted as I prepared myself to go there. That will be enough for me . . . 

k

Yesterday—where did it go?
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k

Are we born just to die? Or . . . do we die just to be born?

k

Ten years from now, from this very moment, ten months, ten days, ten 
hours, ten minutes, ten seconds—where will I be, and where will my loved 
ones be, those who are close to me?

k

White, black. Black, white. Which comes first?

k

When we look in a particular direction, does our vision travel from within 
us, or do images reach us from outside? 

k

Why is a baby born upside down? It emerges from the mother’s womb into 
the womb of life with its head toward the ground. Why should it be upside 
down? Would emerging feet first mean its demise?

k

That gentle little breeze.
At the beginning of spring, the breeze caresses the surface of my body 

as it passes. Is it a descendant of the age-old breezes that passed over the 
ancestors, arousing their melancholy, their whispers, and their nascent 
hopes? Or was it born in my own time, this very minute, from a place and 
a moment I will never know? 

Is it old or new? 
Is it eternal, coursing through the universe, through time? 
Or does it begin and then vanish completely? 
Does it create its own law? Or is it subject to the same law that impels 

me to track the ashes of those faded stars?
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Fear
It presses from within until I’m on the verge of fainting. It happens so often 
that I thought at first it had to do with when I looked out at the wide hori-
zon from my office window, on my own. But it happens when I’m among 
people, in the warmth of companionship, the height of gaiety. I wonder if it 
has snuck into me by way of my aversion to reality, my seeing the opposite 
wherever I look. But when have I ever been in harmony with my surround-
ings? Haven’t I always been averse to things that define and confine me? 
All there is to it is that my ambitions have turned from the impossible to 
the less impossible.

Nothing of what I suggest explains the fleeting, startling moment that 
crushes me when I’m caught unaware, when I’m not expecting it.

Rain
Rain . . . rain . . . rain.

I wake to the fall of the drops, to their crashing against what sounds like 
a metal roof. I listen attentively to the rain outside, with the covers wrapped 
around me. A comfortable bed. I take in the blessing of the warmth, of lying 
down. How wonderful to hear the storm from a secure shelter! A changing 
rhythm: rapid, then slowing down, then the intensity of a downpour fol-
lowed by an intermittent slowness, until the end comes. The rain resembles 
the sequence of heartbeats, indicating the continuity of life and its renewal.

Rain . . . rain . . . rain.
A night in which it falls more intensely, a long time ago. I can almost 

distinguish the sound from other cloudbursts to which I’ve listened, or 
under which I’ve walked, or which I’ve observed from behind a window 
pane. But I’m unable to place that cozy bed in which I luxuriated or the 
night that reminded me of the rainfall. 

Rain . . . rain . . . rain.

A dove 
My father tells me about a toy. A dove that flies. He promises he will buy it. 
He points to the ceiling to show how high it can go. He used to buy a toy 
for each of us for Eid. A train, a fire engine, a toy car. But the dove, which I 
never saw, always preoccupied me. I didn’t know whether he’d actually seen 
it or if he’d imagined it.

I saw it at a different time, when it caught my attention only because 
it matched my father’s description. It was in the Place Trocadero in Paris, 
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between the Musée National de la Marine and the Musée de l’Homme. 
Among the African street vendors standing there, one had a cord around 
his neck from which doves were hanging. They were white, brown, and 
gray. He had one in his hand and with the turn of a small key he would 
release it into the air. It would ascend upward—the exact height of a room 
in the old style of buildings. It would go right, then left, then stay still for a 
little while, before descending slowly to the ground, just as my father had 
described it with the movements of his hands some fifty years earlier. 

The one I used to be
He who I used to be and am no longer. Several times I was he and we 
grew apart. We were separated from each other. What connects them all 
to who I am now? And now, what connects me to who I will be? What 
hidden bonds?

The one I used to be stands in the yard of Muhammad Ali Preparatory 
School. He tends to be on his own. He doesn’t play with his peers, just 
reads and reads. His classmate is called Is’haq and lives in Qait Bey, that 
is, among the dead: he looks like a different creature from a distant reality, 
strange and fearsome. In front of him—the one I used to be—stands Is’haq, 
who’s first playful, then teasing. Is’haq puts his hand in front of the pages of 
Scaramouche the Noble, snatching him out of a moment in which he’s totally 
oblivious to everything around him. 

“Come on—play with us, pal. All day long you just read and read.”
The one I used to be gets up angrily and shouts, “You scoundrel, you 

have insulted me! I cast the glove in your face!”
Is’haq’s face registers surprise, while angry sweat drips from his fore-

head. His face changes from sarcastic to serious. The one I used to be 
shouts again, “I challenge you to a duel! Choose your witnesses!”

After a moment of surprise, Is’haq makes a sound closer to a snort. A 
glove? What glove? What does that mean? And what witnesses? Are we in 
a film? Meanwhile, his face—the face of the one I used to be—grows pale.

The one I used to be leaves a small hotel that looks out over the ancient 
waterfront of Copenhagen, where timber yards, warehouses, and ship-
yards have been transformed into hotels and galleries, already the most 
expensive parts of the city. He goes out of the door and then continues 
to the corner. When he reaches it, the modern port appears on the other 
side. A huge and towering ship is entering slowly, coming from Oslo. It 
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spends the entire night in the North Sea, bearing hundreds of containers, 
connecting the two Scandinavian capitals. So . . . this is the North Sea, 
associated in his mind with the painting The Scream by Edvard Munch. 
A terrified face emitting a terrified scream—or a cry for help—in a cold 
vacuum and a lingering night. Just one step from the corner, he’s struck 
by a piercing, roaring gale. Thin and sharp, it attacks one’s bare face 
directly. Where did he read about that thing called frostbite? It seems as 
if he should have taken other precautions. What made him think of going 
for a walk so early in the morning? With hurried steps, he goes back to 
shelter in the warmth of the hotel, making fun of himself. How painful, 
that arctic wind!

As a child, the one I used to be went down to the irrigation canal called 
Tirat al-Bir accompanied by his parents, his uncle, and others he didn’t 
know. Almost middle-aged, the one I used to be goes down to the canal 
alone, slowly heading west. No one knows him, and none of the villagers 
stop him. He doesn’t yet notice the elderly. He goes to the house of his 
uncle, whose wife, wearing black, and their only son receive him. He insists 
on going directly to the cemetery to recite al-Fatiha, the opening surah of 
the Qur’an, for his uncle’s soul to rest in peace. He stares at the headstone 
above the grave, which looks like an abstract rendition of a stray camel or 
one about to kneel down. He spreads his palms while reciting al-Fatiha and 
thinks the headstone looks like modern art!

On an autumn afternoon, the one I used to be boards a military aircraft by 
the rear door, from which a short ladder extends to the ground. He takes 
his place at the end of the bench, facing his colleague the photographer. 
As the aircraft takes off, the paratroopers start reciting their enthusiastic 
slogans. He looks at the small, yellow lamp: when it turns red, the door 
opens and the jump begins, right over the Dahshour desert. The space 
seems bottomless and gray. Everything to do with autumn is gray, mixed 
with the red of the approaching sunset. The men’s jump proceeds. As they 
pass through the gaping door, they’re quickly transformed into clumps 
that disappear immediately into the air. The air. He’s fastened to the wall 
of the plane by his safety belt. The photographer is absorbed in capturing 
the moment in which the soldier is parted from the aircraft. There, down 
below, the parachute begins to open. The one I used to be begins to think: 
Next time, I’ll be with them.
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The one I used to be is riding in a car in a desert. All deserts look alike, 
yet knowing that it’s the Gobi—the one the Mongols once crossed—gives 
it some significance. The one I used to be stands in front of a loom at 
which girls in brightly colored clothes are sitting. They work quickly, fit-
ting the knots tightly together and cutting them. He smiles a quiet smile, 
the meaning of which his companions do not grasp. He says to himself: So 
this is Kerman then, the style of Persian rugs I loved. I learned all about its design 
and execution. Here I am, at its birthplace, where the designs are the memory of 
the tribe. The one I used to be stands obstinately facing the sun, clear and 
bright in its ascent. His lips are parted, and in his eyes there’s a mysterious 
expression that can’t be ascribed to joy or sadness.

The one I used to be, or the ones—what connects one to all the others? 
If I seek out one of them, will I find him in a time and place between the 
others? If I were to meet up with any of them and say hello, and if I spoke 
to him and he spoke to me, would he recognize me, the one he is now? 
And would I recognize him? Perhaps that’s my quest. The one I am now is 
merely a memory of them—all the ones I used to be.

k

Where do breezes originate?
Where do winds begin?
What’s the source of the first wave? Which drives the other, the winds 

or the waters?
How indebted I am to that breeze which gently caressed me as I 

crossed Hussein Square. How it inspired my love for the universe—what I 
know of it and what I don’t know. So from where does it come, and where 
does it go?

The Biter
It was as if I could see Ahmad the Biter in front of me, right then. I don’t 
know what had brought him back to me, so many years after I’d last thought 
about him. I was lying on my bed, enjoying a break between the afternoon 
shift and the one that started after sunset—a habit dating back to my stu-
dent days and continuing when I first started working to earn my daily 
bread. Whatever job I did—from designing rugs to journalism—was only 
a way of making ends meet. For that reason, I considered daytime hours to 



10

be in vain, a waste, doing work I neither loved nor hated. I would do it well 
because I’d been entrusted to do it: out of loyalty, not love or solidarity with 
the work. That I could achieve only through writing. I focused my efforts 
only in the few, brief hours I would spend alone at night, dividing them 
between reading and writing.

Over the past few years, I haven’t been able to sleep, neither at night 
nor during the day, but I still must lie down. I listen to the BBC news report 
or summon my thoughts. In other words, I surrender, perhaps, to thoughts 
and images of mysterious origin.

Suddenly, I saw Ahmad the Biter. He appeared before me, out of the 
blue, coming from nowhere.

To this day, I don’t understand how memory works, what drives it. Why 
does one image take me by surprise while another does not? People who 
have disappeared entirely look out at me. I see the moment frozen in time, 
without movement. This is how Ahmad the Biter appeared before me.

I saw him approaching me, looking as if he were dancing, his arms 
stretched out, his mouth open as wide as possible, baring his teeth, spin-
ning around, and circling us, letting out screams that filled me with terror. 
This was the image of him that came to me. For fifty years I hadn’t thought 
about him: I hadn’t wondered what had happened to him, nor had I asked 
my father, who used to protect me from him. Many figures came and went: 
a few lingered for a moment or two, others vanished completely, while all 
that remained of some of them was a gesture, a bow, their way of walking, 
or the way they talked.

Why did Ahmad the Biter come to mind?
I stayed where I was, lying down. I wasn’t trying to recall my childhood 

years or my youth. On the contrary, despite his sudden appearance, the 
thoughts I was preoccupied with were as far as possible from him. Never-
theless, I shut my eyes, recalling the times I’d seen him. The vividness of 
what I saw startled me, as did the details of what I remembered of Ahmad 
the Biter.

He appeared suddenly in the middle of the street.
Not emerging from around a corner, or from the door of a building, 

but surprising us without warning. At that moment, I was gripped by fear. 
I hid behind my father, clinging to the hem of his gallabiya. My father had 
to move in order to prevent Ahmad the Biter from grabbing my hand. He 
shouted a warning at him, but if his voice was really as it seemed to me at 
the time, it didn’t have the anger that accompanies a stern warning. He 
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seemed to be joking with him or teasing him in some way. He didn’t take 
him very seriously, as if he didn’t realize how terrified I was when I caught 
sight of him, a terror that grew the closer he got to me or when he was 
about to touch me. Was he threatening me or teasing me? I didn’t know.

He was short, with a yellow gallabiya with black stripes. Even if he 
sometimes wore different colors, that afternoon I only saw him in yellow, 
with a brown felt hat and shabby slippers. His bushy chest hair peeked out 
from the opening of his gallabiya. His nails were long, and his face was broad 
and flat—as broad as it was long. He had a snub nose and wide eyes, but 
the source of my inexplicable fear of Ahmad the Biter was his teeth: specifi-
cally, that wide gap between his front teeth that made his mouth seem huge 
and coarse, as if ready to gobble me up. It was my father who nicknamed 
him Ahmad the Biter, because he would stay silent for a long time or sit for 
a whole day beside Hussein Mosque, without moving, and then suddenly 
stare at someone and run after him, grabbing hold of his gallabiya or shirt 
and opening his mouth as wide as possible, aiming for a specific place that 
never changed—right near the wrist. If he succeeded in sinking his teeth 
in, it would be difficult to shake him off or push him away, no matter how 
many blows or kicks rained down. However, as it happened so often, the 
patrons of the Burhan Coffee Shop—to the east of Hussein Mosque—dis-
covered that he would let go and run away at the merest touch on the tip of 
one of his ears. This was what my father told my mother one night as they 
whispered to each other, exchanging information about the neighbors, the 
town and my father’s work, the news of deaths and marriages, births, and 
divorces. Conversations that filled me with satisfaction and serenity, that 
made me grow drowsy, comfortably satisfied, looking ahead with hope.

I knew Ahmad the Biter through my father’s stories: I can even say I 
knew him before I saw him. At that early age, I wouldn’t go on my own 
to the area where he used to hang around. The furthest I went would be 
the entrance to the alley, to Sidi Marzouq Mosque; I wasn’t allowed to play 
beyond that point. The entrance led directly to Qasr al-Shawq Street. Going 
there meant getting lost, the threat of going missing or being kidnapped. 
There were those who preyed on children, who carried them away to the 
mountains to torture and abuse them, then teach them to be pickpockets 
and to steal. I heard some say that they burned children with irons and sub-
merged them in water. At best, they beat them with sticks. They didn’t send 
a child out pickpocketing until he was so adroit that he could split a cigarette 
paper in half as it floated on the surface of the water in a copper bowl. 
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I was wary of going beyond the only entrance to the alley, as it led 
nowhere—a dead end. I would look at the people entering Qasr al-Shawq 
Street, which led to Habs al-Rahba Street, asking myself what lay beyond 
Ali the coppersmith’s shop, beyond Amm Shams’s place. Amm Shams would 
sleep all day and come out to his little shop at night, selling cigarettes by 
the pack or individually as “singles,” as well as beer by the glass.

I might see someone who frightened me for some reason—an obscure, 
indeterminate reason—and I would turn back immediately. Sometimes, I 
would run all the way home and leap up the stairs. I wouldn’t calm down until 
I’d entered the room and was sitting by my mother, without telling her why 
I was afraid, fearing I would be forbidden from going out to the alley to play.

What prompted this fear? Why did the image of a particular person 
instill such panic and terror in me? I still shiver every time I remember the 
fair-skinned mother of Nabil, the roundness of her face. The mere sight of 
her looking out of her window would make me tremble. As for Ahmad the 
Biter, nothing separated me from him except my father’s body, who stood 
between us. I would fear that at any moment he would get hold of my hand 
and sink his teeth into it, even though it never happened. My father always 
prevented it. It seemed the whole thing was really a joke, but how did my 
father accept that, knowing my fear of him?

I don’t know.
Why did it seem that it was some kind of joke? Perhaps because I’d 

caught a glimpse of laughter on my father’s face when he should have been 
angry at the Biter for trying to grab my hand. Instead, I was surprised 
to find out in later years that my father used to give him something for 
Ramadan. At Eid, he would give him a portion of the kahk cookies, those 
cookies my mother so expertly made, which she would prepare long before 
Ramadan began. I asked my father why he’d taken pity on him if he was 
attacking people and biting them. He said that Ahmad was alone in the 
world—he had no family, no father, mother, or children. This was the state 
of many who wandered aimlessly before taking shelter in Hussein, where 
they sought protection, sprawling on the sidewalk outside the mosque and 
receiving alms from the visitors and faithful.

When I learned of this, I felt pity for Ahmad the Biter. I was on the 
verge of tears, unable to imagine anyone without a family—no home to go 
to at the end of the day. But my fear of him didn’t go away, especially the 
fear of his teeth sinking in, which could be prevented only by touching his 
ear. Once I heard my father talking about someone from our village who’d 
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been bitten by a rabid dog. They hadn’t given him the rabies shot in time, 
so his voice had changed into a bark and he’d begun to crawl around on 
all fours. If he saw water, he would become agitated and flail about in all 
directions. His family had been forced to tie him to the trunk of a palm tree 
until he bit himself and died.

After I heard that story, I asked if Ahmad the Biter was ill with rabies. 
But the answer was definitely no, as he was a feature of the Hussein Mosque 
neighborhood for over twenty years. He only ever got hold of a few pass-
ersby: it seems that only the particular smell of a very few would set him 
off and make him bite.

When I got older and began to walk that street on my own, I used to 
see him either sleeping, stretched out on the sidewalk by the green door, 
or walking slowly with precisely the same features that I remembered, 
except that he was now shorter and thinner. His head was smaller, but the 
way he opened his mouth was still the same. His eyes would meet mine. I 
wouldn’t turn away, and he didn’t come toward me. There was no sign that 
he remembered me. This is the question that troubles me: Did he attack 
just for fun? Why didn’t my father explain this? Couldn’t he see my panic 
and my fear? The whole thing is confusing and hard to understand.

Telegraph poles
Telegraph poles follow me. No one takes notice of them in cities, but when 
the train sets off they appear alongside. You don’t see them until they pass 
by. If the train is moving at top speed, they appear in a flash and quickly 
disappear. If it slows down, they slow down, and if it speeds up, they do too, 
even though they’re fixed in place.

In my childhood, when I used to travel with my family, I would wish I 
could count the poles from the moment we set off until we arrived. Some-
times I would try to spot the unusual ones or the ones that branched off 
along another line, growing smaller in size, leading to a town or some vil-
lage—there, in that direction following the horizon.

I imagined them with human features: this one was female, while 
another looked male. This one was middle aged and that one was a young 
man. This one was happy, that one was sad—or smiling, scowling, willing, 
annoyed, content, curious. I would try to get to know one of them, choos-
ing one pole I thought I would recognize when I was coming back in the 
other direction or during my departure in the same direction. But it was 
impossible; I could never do it.
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However close or far away they are, however firm or obscured, 
however silent or still, their regularity carries news of birth and death, 
sadness and joy, through those connected wires. In Juhayna, the arrival of 
a telegram meant a disaster. When Abd al-Maqsoud the telegraph opera-
tor appeared in the courtyard, everyone would hold their breath. If he 
said, “Telegram for the Basha family,” the sound of screaming and wail-
ing would ring out before it had even been delivered, until old Ahmad 
Ismail, who wove wool from the moment he woke up until he went to 
sleep, would scold the women, shouting that wailing was a needless har-
binger of disaster. Still, some of them went on, entreating God: Protect 
us, O Lord. Protect us, O Lord. Husbands and sons who lived abroad were 
forced to send a telegram only when it was very serious; to indicate a 
funeral, they would use the expression “send off.” My name was trans-
mitted along those poles. For about a week, I remained without a name. 
They’d informed my father in Cairo of my arrival. He sent a reply, asking 
that I be named Gamal.

When the train comes to a stop, I leave the platform. I look at the poles 
that carry on beyond the station, parallel to the track, extending to a point 
further than I have been. Night and day, hot and cold. For this reason, they 
say the wood of telegraph poles and railroad ties is worth its weight in gold, 
since it resists rot and corrosion and is capable of withstanding all storms 
and weather conditions. The wood comes from far away, from the north. 
Now, I always look at the poles when I travel, at what’s before me, and ask 
myself: Are these the same poles or have they changed? Who passes whom, 
me or them, in their completeness?

k

She points to the photo, asking her father, “Who’s that lady?”
“That’s Grandma, sweetie . . .”
“And who’s he?”
“That’s Grandpa . . . ”
“Your mom and dad . . . ?” 
“Yes . . . ”
“They’re with God . . . ”
“Yes . . . ”
“So Dad, you and Mom will also be with God, like your mom and dad?”
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“Yes, my love.”
“So you’ll see them again?”

North
The train comes to a stop just past a station called Daraw. After a long 
while, one of my scout friends says the driver got off and is sucking on some 
sugarcane. From the window, I see passengers below, and people from the 
village selling sugarcane or goods made from palm leaf, others looking at 
the carriages and chatting. After I realize how long we’ll be here, the pres-
ence of the driver outside restores my peace of mind. I get off. Now I can 
see three narrow steps. The carriage is gray, with beautiful calligraphy that 
says “Egyptian Railways.”

A man of about thirty approaches me. He’s wearing a turban wrapped 
with a brown woolen scarf.

“Where’re you from?”
I reply, stressing every syllable, intending to show my pride that I’m 

from Upper Egypt: “I’m from Juhayna . . . ” 
He gestures backward with his head. “Ah, from the north.”
I glare at him, furious. “Juhayna, in Sohag Governorate . . . ”
“So, north of us . . . ”
I stare at him, for the first time discovering how relative things are. 

What I consider to be southern is northern for others. This was at the 
beginning of my journey.

k

Why do I not remember the first moments following my birth?
Why, despite the fact that emerging from a mother’s womb into the 

womb of life is such a shock?
Do images remain in our subconscious, in our inner mind? Of all beings, 

is man not the most ignorant of himself, of what happens inside him? Of 
what motives, what hidden powers drive him? How is it that we’re able to 
remember fleeting features, yet we’re unable to recall who phoned us, or 
lived near us, or with whom we shared our sustenance? Do I not sometimes 
look at a faded old photo of me with friends on a trip and recognize some 
of them but fail to recall the others? Not knowing the beginnings confuses 
me, likewise the endings. What images will appear before I close my eyes 
forever? Will it be an image from among those traces? Will it be an idea that 
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I will never be able to express? How limited I am. I long to know an end 
whose time has not yet come, despite my ignorance of a beginning I truly 
experienced but about which I know nothing at all. How to explain this?

A dream
I wake up intending to go to the bathroom. I know it’s my house, but it’s 
not the place I know. Some unknown place is overlapping with the place 
that’s familiar. I’m torn between the two. I don’t know in which one I’m 
setting foot.

The domes of the monastery
I know where the building is located. Definitely between Assiut and Tanta. 
I’m pretty sure it’s Abu Tig.

What I can’t pin down are the circumstance in which I spent a night 
there. Was I alone or with my father? Do I think it might have been with 
my father, because on more than one occasion he mentioned his connec-
tion to the Bishop of Abu Tig in front of me?

Sometimes, what we hear is transformed into images and scenes, so 
that we think that we’ve experienced them and seen them for ourselves, 
even though we haven’t. We know them only through others’ experiences, 
whether spoken or written. I wish I could remember the circumstances and 
the reason why I went as easily as I can recall the color of the paint, the 
moment, and the details of the monastery. A dark yellow, imbued with a 
touch of red—not orange, definitely a dark yellow, and it’s the paint on the 
wall, specifically on the second floor. The rooms are beyond; in front of them 
is a wooden passage, supported by green columns, forming a square balcony 
overlooking the courtyard. What I can see now are the wooden balcony, the 
columns that support it, the doors to the rooms on the second floor. This 
means I’m looking from below. I also see domes with yellow paint—three, 
possibly four—with a cross on top of one of them. An oval dome. Palm trees 
growing in the courtyard whose fronds don’t extend above the building. The 
blue of the sky is clear—the building is open from the inside. It’s the after-
noon, the light is faint, either because it’s winter or the sun is in the west. 
What I’m sure of is that the building adds a certain something to the light—
it receives it and transforms it. The light is altered as it passes through.

The moment appears just as I envision it now. In my mind, it’s steady: 
it condenses what came before it and what comes after. This is quite nor-
mal. But the moment is framed by confusion. I’m unsure whether I really 
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experienced it or it experienced me. What I’m certain of is the specific 
location—its Copticness. Perhaps because of the cross on top of the dome. 
Perhaps because of the nature of the colors, the dominance of that particular 
yellow. I saw the same shade later in Muharraq Monastery, which I visited a 
few years ago. I stayed in the town of Qusiya, where I’d been invited to give 
a lecture at its church. It was a sensitive time, when the Copts were expe-
riencing difficulties as a result of extremist Islamist groups. I asked to visit 
Muharraq Monastery. I passed through the small villages and farmlands. I 
still recall their colors and the impact they’d made on my thoughts and on 
my visual memory since the earliest days of my southern upbringing: the 
clover, the corn, the wheat. At the end of the fields stood the monastery—
just like the ancient Egyptian temples, on the border between green fields 
and desert, between green and yellow, between life and death. The wall was 
high, the door open. Only a few months had passed since an attack near the 
entrance during which a number of the monks had fallen victim. I was star-
tled by the clarity of the light and the unlimited space, as if one could rise 
up into the core of the universe from within. Just as I was passing through 
the entrance, that uncertain place in Abu Tig came back to me. Through 
the yellow that surfaced in my memory, I recalled surroundings lined with 
wood and the difference in age between the buildings. In the reception area 
of Muharraq, the heads of the monastery and some former bishops came 
to see me. One of them was dark skinned, apparently of Ethiopian origin. 
The archbishop welcomed me. Several of his questions seemed direct and 
pointed, including one that surprised me:

“Why are you interested in the problems of the Copts?”
By the time he’d invited me for lunch, we’d got to know each other 

well enough for me to answer: “Because they’re my problems as well. They 
concern me as a Muslim just as much as they concern you as a Copt.” 

We sat facing each other. Our food was different. In front of him they 
put a plate of fava bean bisara stew, fried eggplants, tomatoes, and let-
tuce, while in front of me were assorted plates of meat—duck, lamb, and 
chicken—as well as vegetables cooked in rich fat. 

I excused myself from eating what was in front of me, smiling: “Not 
out of courtesy but of necessity . . . ”

“But my food is for Lent . . . ”
“It suits my diet . . . ”
Throughout the conversation, I tried to remember any discussion that 

had taken place in that building of Abu Tig, which looked out at me from 
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days past. The details wouldn’t come to me, and I couldn’t recall a single 
sentence or word, as if I were looking at a silent photo or standing in a place 
utterly empty of people.

I visited the oldest part of the monastery, the church, and the oldest 
place there, the altar. Each place had its own distinctive feature. Just as cer-
tain occasions—like holidays and anniversaries—are fixed in time, the sacred 
plays a part in determining them all. For this reason, we visit a specific place, 
no matter how hard it is to reach, to await a particular moment in order to 
perform a ritual that has been passed down or to accomplish something. 

“The Holy Family came here on its journey to Egypt,” my compan-
ion the priest said. “This was the last point reached by the Virgin Mary 
and her little child Jesus, peace be upon him, and with them, Joseph the 
Carpenter. They ended up here. And that was when the construction of 
the monastery began.” 

I recalled what I’d read about that journey, about the ancient Egyptian 
priests and their wariness when they met the Holy Family. It was as if their 
intuition was telling them what would happen and—with the appearance 
of the new religion from abroad—of their inevitable demise, despite the 
fact that any scrutiny of the religion’s origins would have revealed that it 
started here. Perhaps aware of this, they greeted this family that had arrived 
in Egypt with reserve and a lack of civility. As I walked around, I hoped 
that my memory would latch on to some stimulus—the sight of something, 
anything, that would render clear a tiny part of the building in which I’d 
stood that day in Abu Tig. I hoped to see something else in it, an area still 
hidden, so that I would be sure that I’d been there, that I’d lived in it for a 
while—for how long, I’m still unsure. I’m fairly certain that I did spend a 
night there, yet perhaps this certainty is based on my father’s account and 
the details that he told me several times, and perhaps that which relates to 
him is intertwined with what’s related to me. 

I strolled through the passages, gazing at the ancient trees, at the move-
ments of the monks, their black garments, their head covers, the prominent 
crosses hanging fixed in place. It seemed to be a time for walking. Walk-
ing in closed spaces is always similar—going, coming, going. In prison, I 
would dream of walking in a straight line with no locked iron door or walls 
to block me, forcing me to turn back. The monks in their black clothes 
resembled the prisoners in Tora Farm, and they merge together. To me, 
they’re all coming and going—not in a straight line, not in different colors. 
What we see is what’s familiar to us, nothing more. 
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In the manuscript library, I listened to a young monk talk about its 
contents. The oldest volume belonged to the sixteenth century. I expected 
older manuscripts, but I didn’t find them. I asked him about the particu-
lar smell of the place. He told me that it was a type of chemical used to 
prevent vermin from chewing the paper. Looking at him as I listened, I 
was surprised by the delicate, slender sadness revealed in his eyes. He was 
looking directly at me through moments of the present, yet his presence, 
his slight stoop, his unceasing stare brought back another look from long 
ago. I couldn’t place whose it was, but another person looked at me through 
the monk’s gaze. Was he linked to that building, of which I could only see 
a small part, as if it existed in a void? All I knew was that it was connected 
with the bishop of Abu Tig. A lodge or a church? Or part of a monastery? 

Past and present intertwine. The distant becomes more prominent, the 
indeterminate becomes present: the tangible, that which we feel with our 
senses. Within the imagination, we roam between the two, attempting to 
find the barest link or to confirm a feeling that we’ve doubted. The act of 
looking merges faraway places with those nearby. Do they emanate from 
this person before me? I can make him out in his black, clerical garments, 
as well as the melancholy in his eyes. Or does it come to me from another 
absent person, one who is no longer present in this space that contains light 
and voices, concealed shadows, revealed places and locations fallen into the 
realm of illusion? 

A “red night”
Fawzi, the electrician’s window, one Friday night. Around nine in the eve-
ning, a night unlike any other, glimmers of red appear through slats in 
the wooden shutters. He brings a piece of transparent colored paper and 
covers the electric bulb installed by Abu Ghazala, the expert in stealing 
electricity from the government.

Beams of light emerge from upstairs. The room is on the top floor. 
Its door leads to the roof—anyone entering the darb can see it if he looks 
up. There’s no streetlamp: the space is lit by whatever light filters from the 
windows and the balconies. Hagg Hamid’s house, just before the corner, has 
a small lamp but its light isn’t enough. In the dimness, the red looks dis-
tinct, clear. It’s also the object of interest of a number of the neighbors who 
know its significance. Some, like Said the Communist, or Sheikh Faris, who 
hands out perfume to people praying at Hussein Mosque, come out onto 
their balconies. Sometimes, when things go right and the mood obliges and 
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the light is still on at dawn, Sheikh Faris catches a glimpse. At that moment, 
he asks God for protection from accursed Satan and says out loud, “For 
shame. Has he not heard of the Prophet’s saying: ‘Seek help in fulfilling 
your needs discreetly’?”

Badges
Hussein Square. A bright day. A sky bound to be clear, not a hint of clouds. 
So . . . it’s summer. What confuses me is my panoramic view of the square, 
as if I were seeing through the eyes of a soaring bird, although I know that 
I’m walking along the ground, coming from Azhar, heading to the street 
parallel to Mashhad, the route I usually take on my way back to the darb. 

So . . . it’s some point before 1971.
A pushcart, meaning the owner is pushing it or, if it’s empty, pulling 

it behind him. Stacked on top are small goods: from combs and brushes 
to matchboxes and sometimes incense, chewing gum and gum Arabic, 
and perhaps treatments for sexual potency, like nutmeg and paper cones 
containing creams. The man walks silently, his head down, extremely sad, 
miserable, desperate, neither calling out nor advertising his wares. A quick 
glance at the goods arranged on top makes me lean over to have a closer 
look. I walk beside him, looking at him intently.

“Wait up, Amm . . . ”
I got used to calling any streetseller “Amm,” even if he was the same 

age as me, perhaps influenced by many years in the darb, where men and 
women would call out to the streetsellers: “Amm with the corn,” or “Amm 
with the flour . . . .” If I were to call out to this thin one, with his gaunt neck, 
would I have shouted out: “Amm with the badges”?

Badges of different kinds, medals, round symbols, stars, small rect-
angles. A collar of thick fabric in green, red, and white, ending in a round 
medal, and within the medal an engraved cross with thick edges. Not 
hooked, but there’s something in it that makes it seem to be: connected to 
it at the end of the fabric is a smaller, octagonal star with four ribs, neatly 
forming a silver-edged cross. The dominant color on the inside is a deep 
green. The edges cross at the connecting point, making what appears to 
be a small knot. On the front, a cross and a circle—from the circle, some-
thing that looks like a ship’s anchor protrudes. On further examination, I 
see two expertly intertwined letters. The Latin letter l and another I can’t 
make out, just as I’m unable to confirm the name of the country, which 
seems to have worn out, although I can read the word “republic” in Latin 
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letters. An elegant medal, which could be hung from the chest with a pin. 
It’s still intact, with no rust, the metal is solid, heavy. Is there a trace of 
red? Perhaps . . . 

I pick up another larger medal. A five-pointed star painted with white 
enamel, with a golden circle above. I’m not sure . . . is it real gold, gold plat-
ing, or just painted? It surrounds a circle of deep blue, with Arabic script, 
but the two words are close together, not Arabic—perhaps Turkish, Per-
sian, or Urdu, or a language I’ve never heard. The star lies on top of a 
circle, bordered by an engraved frame, decorated with a pattern of some 
kind of flower, like a lotus. The circle lies above another that is bigger, 
dome shaped, its edges indented like the decorations in mosques. But it’s 
a miniature: a small, raised ring that connects to an oval ornament with a 
small, eagle-like bird inside it. It’s not an eagle or a falcon. Above the deco-
ration is a ring from which emerges a ribbon with blue edges, turquoise 
in color, and another bright red ribbon. The rectangular center is a deep, 
dignified ruby red.

“Hurry up, sir . . . ”
I realize I’m slowing him down. Perhaps he’s afraid of the police. He’s 

in a bad mood, looking elsewhere, not letting go of the handles of the cart, 
holding on to them all the time. Many questions: Does he know the name 
of every badge? Will he tell me how he got them all? How much are they? 
I look again quickly. Some of them are military, stiff looking. Others are 
more delicate, more artistic and miniature. Some have a womanly touch. 
I become confused—which one should I choose? He turns to me expec-
tantly. He looks without staring, as if blind. I point to a red medal the size 
of a pin, to be worn on the lapel of a suit.

“How much . . . ?”
Abruptly, he says, “Take it.”
I repeat, “How much, Amm?”
He speaks as he pushes the cart forward. “I told you, just take it.”

The Building of Silence
We could see Abdelrahman Katkhuda School from the roof of our house. 
The school lay parallel to our house, to the south, where Qasr al-Shawq 
Street opened onto our darb and wound around it from the top and toward 
the east. The school building turned its back to us, adjacent to a wide court-
yard. Amm Radwan the plumber would appear in the courtyard from time 
to time in order to practice his trick of getting a male horse to breed with a 


