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To Wash 
Their 
Shame 
Away 

A poem by Nazik al-Malaika, written In 1949. 
Free translation by Rose Ghurayyib 

"Ahl Mammal" the fateful cry pierced the air, 
A pool of blood submerged the head, the ebony hair, 
A final shiver from the corpse, lying inert, 
"Ah I Mammal" Only the executioner heard. 

Tomorrow dawn will peep and roses will awake, 
A call to youth, to dreams will be heard at daybreak 
But the green fields will answer, 
the red poppies will say: 
Yeal She is gone! to wash their shame away! 

The executioner and his friends will meet again. 
He'll say, wiping his knife : 
"We've done away with shame! 
We're again free and honest, our honor is restored! 
Bring the cup, barman, fill it and take my gold! 
Call the perfumed, the languid, 
the sweet cabaret girl, 
Her eyes are more precious to me 
than gold or pearl! " 

Fill the cup, 0 assassin, 
Be merry ahd be gay I 
Thy victim's blood will surely wash 
Thy shame away! 

o women of our quarter! 0 maidens far or near, 
Tell your lords, tell your men to 
be of good cheer 
With the tears of our eyes we'll 
knead the bread we eat, 
We shall cut off our locks and skin 
our hands and feet, 
So their clothes may remain pure, 
shining and white. 
No smile, no laugh, no sign, no look 
to left or right, 

And tomorrow who knows? How can we ever guess 
How many of us wil\ be thrown in some wilderness, 

To wash their shame awayl 

PINK 
CURTAINS 

Sameera Azzam, a Palestinian short story writer who 
died in 1967, published several collections of short stories 
which show her ability to describe details and bring out 
local color. Many of her stories give a living picture of the 
life of unprivileged classes and common people. 

Abou·Khalil, the merchant whose shop in the street 
corner exhaled ' perfumes of cinnamon, pepper, cloves, 
nutmeg, henna, caraway and other spices, was .evidently a 
skirt lover but, as he proudly declared, only within God's 
law. He swore that he never had more than two or, very 
rarely, three wives at a time While his religion allowed 
him four. The number of women who had the chance to 
belong to his harem exceeds ten. All were repudiated, one 
after another, except his second wife, Umm-Mahmoud, 
whom he kept because of her even temper and because 
she gave him Mahmoud, his favorite son. The time came 
when Abou·Khalil had only Umm-Mahmoud in his house­
hold. So we concluded that the man had decided to give 
UP' his favorite hobby and to grow old peacefully, free 
from the quarrels and intrigues of co-wives . But my 
mother refused to admit the idea, affirming that whenever 
a woman crossed the street, Abou-Khalil hurried to stick 
out his tarbooshed head, and started examining her from 
head to toe until she was out of sight, then he would 
withdraw while his bony fingers caressed his short beard 
dyed with henna. 

Abou-Khalil's shop stood at a short distance from our 
house. In the same location he owned an old house which we 
overlooked from the small window of our kitchen. In that 
lodging, he once kept one of his wives, a frivolous young 
woman who, whenever Abou-Khalil was her night guest, 
showed her mirth by pinning a large rose on the edge of 
her gay-colored scarf, made up her face with thick coats 
of powder and rouge, and started playing the tambourine 
for a dancing performance. When Umm-Mahmoud heard 
about her co-wife's merriment, she only laughed and said: 
"Only God is everlasting. To-morrow he will repudiate 
her! .. 

"Tomorrow" might mean a month, several months, but 
never more than a year. The small lodging kept filling and 
emptying until one day the rumour spread that Abou­
Khalil had decided to bequeath his property to Umm­
Mahmoud, her six children and two other children from 
his repudiated wives. My mother shook her head saying: 
"This does not mean that he has given up remarrying . 
Otherwise he would have given the rooms for rent. Why 
should he keep them empty? " 
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