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undone by the cost of commuting daily between my village and the
city, which made any earnings meager at best. Empioyers there im-
posed long hours for a meager wage - not enough to cover food,
sleep, and travel.

Once, I worked as a salesman in a furniture showroom on
Al-Galaa Street, in the heart of Damietta itself - thanks to a recom-
mendation from one of my teachers. But the owner fired me after
just two weeks because he saw me smoking inside the shop, as if my
lonely cigarette would turn his showroom to ashes.

Another time, a fabric merchant in Al - Sherbasy Street let me go after
only a few days when he noticed that the women who frequented the
shop preferred to talk to me, perhaps because of my youth. He paid
me for the days I had worked, doubied the amount and said: "May
God ease your way, son. This is a place of livelihood - such things
won't do here." I don't know what passed through that senile old
man's mind. God is my witness and my defender.

After that, I heard nothing but polite refusals from shopkeepers
* as if they had aL7, at the same moment, received word that one mer-
chant had dismissed me, and another had grown weary of me. It was
as though they had struck an unspoken pact among themselves nev-
er to hire me again. So,to pass the time - or perhaps for some reason
I couldn't name - I found myself earning my bread off the tales of
the Kuwait War! I would gather some of the villagers at night after
the evening prayert whether in the mosque courtyard, in one of their
guest rooms, or even beside the village square. There, I would tell
them stories - spun entirely from imagination - tales of heroism and
valor, by the light of burning firewood that flared and faded with the
wind. Behind it all came the sounds of water boiling in large kettles,
and the gentle clinking of spoons against glasses of strong tea, half -
filled with sugar.

At first, the stories r,r,ere short. But as time went ory they grew
ionger, deeper, more intricate. Repetitiory after all, brings mastery -
that's what we were taught as chiidren.
In one of those stories, I told them that I had refused to face the Iraqis
during the liberation of Kuu,ait City - that I had even been sent to
military triai for it. Yet I neither flinched nor trembled, for I told the
military judge in a firm voice that the Prophet's saying declares:
"When two Muslims meet with their slvords, both the killer and the
killed are in the Fire." The judge, deeply impressed by *y words,
ordered the case dismissed at once and assigned me oniy to guard
duties with the battaliory far from any fighting with the Iraqis.

I saw in the listeners' e,ves a gleam of admiration and a proud
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smile fol the son of their r-ilias. - ,

better. I told them that I ha-i ::,-,
an Iraqi prisoner in one of the ;:::-
it was time for dinner at the ,,-.-..
1r, and slapped the back of his :.e;
the attention of every Americai', ,
and drinking there. Mv slap kr-,ccr
sprawling to the ground despite h.s

Necks craned, eyes froze in iie
scene would unfold betn.een u: l
ones they called Marines - rushe.i :
of my Egyptian fellor,r,s stood rea;'.
at the top of my voice: "Hoid r rur
didn't want anyone to get inr-olre.
might end.

I toid them that at that r-e:,,-

scended upon me from the hear.:,
rvrapped me in his rvings. I faced :l
"Marr to man! Let anr one of '.'( -:

and face me here - before e\-er\-L)r.e
Beforc the e1'es of all pre.er.:

then agreed, one after another. i n-.;

n,ith slaps and kicks, nrithout ii^,-.,.-:,

and - pardon the expres:ion - .'.:-
of Egvptians, Americans, Britor. '
ter and admiration filled the air

I explained to m,v eager auo:e:.:
craning forr.vard, that the hari -..

and sturdier than the one trainei : -

gyms. They laughed and a:.:-:.*
"Allnhu Akbar!" and pride rcse :-..a
their vil1age.

I also told them hou' I h:: l-.
maybe more, escape fron. the ,-:-.:
said I had crept in by nieh:. ;-.--: .,

and helped the lraqis steai ::-. :::-
flee in. Not onlv that - I l..a j .'.. -

Americans'supply depot ar-,r r j: -.

sltrvir-e their escapc acro:: : -. - -

And that an American fen'.:-= r .

during a guard shift that si.. . . .

refused and said: "God for'r-i
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Those stories u'ere born in the moment, bursting with their own
joy. They delighted the simple souls of my fellon'villagers - most
of them, like me, had no more than a middle - level commercial ed-
ucation. Few l-rad ever traveled abroad, and fewer still had dared to
dream of it, except perhaps to Iraq for work or to Saudi Arabia for
'umrah.

At that time, the name of Iraq was on every villager's tongue, af-
ter millions of Egyptians had gone there in the eighties and returned
with the fruits of their labor. The houses were rebuilt with red
brick; the televisions turned from black - and white to color; clothes
changed, food changed - even the way people spoke changed.

The spontaneous sympathy for Iraq - that country r,t'hich had
eased, for so many, tire harshness and austerity of negiected rural
Egypt - made me go on, repeating and embellishing m], tales. I need-
ed those looks of admiration mingled rvith gratitude. Even if some of
them did not believe me, and doubted all or part of m1, story, in the
end they had no choice but to respond, swept along by the enthusi-
asm of the crolvd eager to listen.

I was a storyteller by nature. And through repetition, I perfected
the craft: I learned how to modulate my voice, rvhen to fali silent to
invite applause, how to shape the plot with timing, horv to pause -
just long enough - to iet the clapping flow.

The people longed to hear the story of "the hero". They s21 2s

still as statues, lrolding their breath, united in the figure of that he-
ro - especially since he rt'as one of their orvn. Perhaps they mi55s4
the old tales of Abu Zayd al-Hilali and Adham al-Sharqawi - those
champions who once stood for rveakness against power, and poverty
against wealth.

The amusing part was not just horv passionately they followed
the story, but how the1, fostr. to take part in it. Later, they would
retell it themselves, adding their own flourishes - and even scold-
ing me as if to challenge my courage: "But Youssef, vou should've
slapped that American twice, not once! If I were you, I'd have hu-
miliated him in front of everyonel" And so it n ent, night after night

- laughter, warmth, the intimacy of souls gathered together, shoul-
der to shoulder, spirit to spirit.

They r,r,ere all like that - all except one universiq/ student rvi-to

sometimes joined us, smiling as he listened, a smile rvhose meaning I
did not understand at first. Later, I guessed it w'as the smile of some-
one who kner,t, that what he was hearing was nonsense - or perhaps
simply an appreciation for the art of the story itself, for its form rath-
er than its truth. I avoided meeting his eyes more than once, but one

MoHaularo \1o';. - *-:.,

evening he surprised me - he :.. :
as we parted.

- Youssef, how are r-oul S:-
Mohammed told me vou finrsh+: '.

have been searching for a job \1.,
tioned you wanted something in C
that right?

- Yes, that's right, sir, I sar;
whatever would help me fee;

Life's hard here, sir. There's nc, :.-:
the effort anymore.

He smiled that knou-ing sn-Liie

crets and depths of things, then ie.
the wall as if pretending to be ios: :

- this time a hopeful smrie, tuil o:
nodded, as if to say "I've found i:

- What do you tirink, \ousse
to try?

- Acting? Oh no, please cl:
peasant. There's no need to make ;
on God's mercy, not like vou uni', e:

- Poor? Not at all, Youssef \ cr

- Mr. Khaied, forgive me ':'_

my brother's orphaned chilclrer, E

about this - jokirrg isn't pr,':e:. . -

the poor.
He laughed a ioud, condes;i:.;

to show their superioritr'- ther. r:- .

secret, toid me he was the heaci i: ::
Commerce, Cairo Universitr'. Hr ::
important, for the Facultr' ..i C .-
dents, which had given il,= .'.--
people in the arts. He saiG hii -.. -

to a director friend so I cor-r'; :;:.= .
job, he promised, paid u-e1i €: ,- -.: -

meal on every rvorkdar' \. l
Studio at the end of Al-Har;.: :,:=.
tioirs, nothing more.

The unexpected offer a::-'. : --- -

ter falling on the tongue r,r --; .- --'
no crops/ no water, no sh., l= - .
my mother, caring for n-ir- i::.-... -.
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two karats of land mv mother tended as if it \Arere an immense for-
tune - the hidden treasrtre, the Holv of Holies, untouchable by man
or jinn. My tireless atten-rpts to persuade her to sell them and use the
money to open a small shop in the viilage had failed. That was out-
right impossible, ar-rd I could never wrong her or betray the orphans'
rights, while I, in the prime of my youth, had nothing - no craft, no
skills, not even female acquaintances. Who would befriend a Poor
unemployed young man in a village where everyone knows every-
one and spies on one another by night and by day?

The truth is, I never liked this Mr. Khaled. He ahvays seemed
arrogant; he didn't mix with us and took pride in his education, his
clothes, and his haircut for no good reason, though he, like us, had
almost nothing and his father \'vas a peasant. It rt as a hateful vanity
and conceit. Had I gone to university, I would surely have been bet-
ter than him and dozens like him. Still, I decided to play along with
his offer, perhaps, just perhaps, the barren shrubs might finally bear
fruit.

Things rvent according to the agreed plan. On the appointed day
and at the appointed hour I sat by the outer gate of Al-Ahram Studio
beside an elderly man who must have been past sixtv. Dreams had
assailed me in recent days - as if Aladdin's lamp had released a ge-

nie who told me my r.t,ishes were granted: 'At your service... your
servant stands before you." Perhaps not long from nou, I would be a
match for Nour E1 - Sheril Hussein Fahnry, or Ahmed Zaki. Perhaps
I lvould act alongside Naglaa Fathy, Mervat Amin, Yousra and the
rest. To me they would be colleagues - friends I r.vould respect and
admire. Life, as Suad Husni once said, wouid turn pink. Dreams that
would make even the fiercest men drool.

i snapped back from those rosy daydreams to find a poor, badly
rolled cigarette offered to me by the old man at my side. i iooked
closely at him and saw that time had carved hard furrows across his
face - deep grooves split by a hammer and chisel like those used by
carpenters in the carving of awima on Damietta furniture - each one
teliing many hidden memories in the coils of his mind, revealed in
his sunken eyes.

- lVhat's your name, son?

- M1'name is Youssef, father.

- And n hat brings you here?

- To make a living. M,v relative Mr. Khaled recommended me
to the director for an extra role. Don't you know, father, lt'irat exactly
I'li be doing?

- Of course I knortr, son. Evervthing in that job, I know rvell.

Monaiuvrco Mouyrlrs

Long ago I had a special p1a;e _ ' ,

in filn-rs and kiss.
Thus began Umm Khalra:. *:
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lVIy dreams shrank inside rne
r,vords. I reassured m_vse1f thai :itis
the great stars had begun this rr-a',':

out as an extra. The begirurins 1s ali
I had talent - Mr. Khaled hrn-rse1: :-.

self, rvas enough.
I stood in a iong, uner"en iine

rector, or so I thought - but rt :;:
assistants, and not dn im1'rp1'.;;;1
quickly, indifferently., as if to ir,. e

supposed importance.
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