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it seemed, from its hump. Rectangular, foil-wrapped, it signaled with 
heliographic flashes, and with four letters: C-L-I-F. Before I could ponder 
its message, two sandals strapped to desert-hardened feet overtook the 
camel, and the object was scooped up by a sun-browned hand. The CLIF 
had not yet disappeared beyond my field of vision when another object, 
this time cylindrical in shape, fell past it and rolled a nearly imperceptible 
distance across the sand: Y-E-T-I, it announced. Again the hand reached 
down, but before it could lift the cylinder, another object, stuffed 
compactly into a draw-string bag, joined it with a bounce: NORTHFACE. 
After that, a deluge:
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I saw, in the valley, a dry riverbed marked with the ghosts of streams 
that wound their way to the foot of a mountain where an aggrieved people 
had once gathered, impatiently awaiting their share in a divine covenant, 
and I saw, in the shadow of that mountain, a walled place that called itself 
God-Trodden, inhabited by monks who drew their hands over their bodies 
in the sign of a cross, and in a place deep inside the walls, I saw a room 
lined with prayer rugs and crescent moons, the moons enclosed within the 
walls within the covenant within the valley. I saw the gliding robes of a 
monk; I saw, just beneath his robes, the crater in the flesh above the monk’s 
ankle, a scar he considers very old but which the monastery, built fifteen 
centuries ago, knows is young. I saw the day when this monk, a truly young 
man at the time, came to hike the desert and crossed paths with a viper, 
cerastes cerastes; I saw the bearded old monk who found the young man, 
prone at the base of a boulder, and brought him back to wrestle with the 
snake’s venom in a bedroom within the fortified walls; I saw the young 
man struggle for ten days and ten nights, vomiting bile, pissing blood. I 
saw the fever break; I saw the old monk show the young man, in the 
margins of an illuminated manuscript, an illustration of his vanquished 
adversary, a desert serpent with devil's horns, and tell him his recovery was 
a miracle from god, a sign he should remain at the monastery for the rest 
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of his god-granted days. I saw the young man instantly agree to stay. I saw 
that in his heart, where he stored his faith, he also stored a secret: while 
he’d writhed in his sick-bed in the monastery, delirious with poison, he’d 
mistaken the old monk watching over him for his gray-haired violin 
teacher at home, the pain in his calf for the ache in the place where his 
teacher used to thrash him with his bow, punishing him for his lack of 
discipline (when his mind wandered—perhaps, the monk suspects, to this 
very desert, even before he knew of its existence), the teacher choosing to 
strike the thin skin above the bone in his pupil’s leg, where the purplish 
contusion would remain concealed under layered woolens. I saw the 
young-old monk’s belief that this secret belied his faith, that he’d 
disgracefully taken refuge in substitute forms of discipline, those 
sanctified by calling. I saw how he held the secret in his heart for a lifetime, 
allowing its shame to seep into his daytime prayers and nighttime agonies, 
and then I saw how, with the years, the young-old monk saw what was 
sacred in the fronds of the bramble the tourists plucked and pocketed, in 
the wall the brothers ordered to be built to protect the bush from their 
reach, in the mortar the desert people moistened with spit as they smeared 
it between the wall’s stones, in the alien click of the tourists’ camera 
phones, the scents of their sun creams; I saw how the old-young monk 
came to see the sting of the violin’s bow, the wounds on his body, in the 
same way. I saw what the monk did not see: the jird (tiny, earnest creature! 
Glossy eyes, furry ears, bushy tail) scamper determinedly from the ancient 
library and across the sacristy, darting under the robes of the monk and 
out again, hopping through the unceremonious links in a chicken-wire 
fence to the ossuary, where heaped in a corner I saw a mound of skulls, the 
collected noggins of generations of monks, exhumed and gathered here 
because the sand holds them only for so long. I saw, inside one of the 
skulls, the place where the jird had built a nest, and in the nest I saw a 
huddling of pink pups. I saw that the skull did not mind; in death, it was 
multi-purposely ecumenical. My vision tunneled further, into another 
empty cranium; I saw that it had once belonged to the old monk who’d told 
the young man with the viper bite that his life was a miracle. (And I saw 
that he was not wrong.) I saw, inside the curved and sutured walls of bone,   



the universe: rupture and renewal and murder and mercy. I saw, out one 
orbital opening, the face of the man with the remote control, not in profile, 
as I’d seen him before, when I’d entered a room and sought a place to set 
down a tray of sustenance, but directly, head-on; I faced the man as he 
jabbed a stick in my direction and pressed its many buttons. I did not 
blink. I looked out through both the skull’s eye sockets at once, beyond the 
man, through a window, to the hotel playground, where children in 
grown-up dresses and suits tailored to diminutive proportions kicked up 
glorious dust as they swung up and down, hung from parallel bars, spun 
each other round a carousel. And in their midst, I saw big Bathsheba and 
little Squirrel, perched on either side of a board, a beam poised on a 
fulcrum, a teeter-totter—a seesaw, it is called—in perfect balance, and I 
knew that as they hovered there, each one at precisely the same distance 
from the ground, each one casting the same cool shadow, they held the 
entirety of the world in perfect equilibrium. From the middle of this skull 
in the middle of this desert in the middle of two seas in the middle of the 
world, this I saw: Holy of Holies. Vision of Visions. Sees of Saws. 

My head pressed to the desert floor, I laughed. A sandy gust leapt and
fell.

Then across my vision rolled a cloud: four massive wheels, a black knot 
of wire and metal and fumes. The khamseen had coated its entire shell, 
except for two overlapping arcs of glass cleared at its front. Two fogged 
headlamps cut the descending dusk—a captive moon and sun. The tires 
rolled to a stop, and two heavy boots smacked the sand, then two more. I 
hadn’t noticed the darkness fall. Or perhaps it had never lifted.

You pried my cheek from the sand, tore me from the earth, and I wept, 
grieving first for my vision, next for my tears, which dried on my body 
before they could wet the ground. You dragged me here to ask questions 
for which you want no honest answer. Honest answers are like the 
khamseen: they spin instruments, thwart plans, rip up documents and 
deeds. But I have learned that the dust in my eyes does not obscure my 
vision; it is the vision itself. I cannot tell you a story you have not yet heard. 
But I can tell you a million to which you have not yet listened. 


