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Fes el-Bali. The fabled heart of Morocco, where nothing had changed in one thousand years, and nothing would for another thousand or more. Fez the Ancient, where time was irrelevant. Wet stones, broken ground, cracked walls married by impossible angles. Niggardly strips of blue sky so far removed from life in this warren that they felt like forgeries, just more bait for the soul.

There was a traveler alone in Fes el-Bali. But not for long. 

The boy looked all of eight, but his age probably was closer to thirteen—the traveler knew that a lack of good food and an abundance of cigarettes did amazing things for growing bodies. His clean skin was surprising, as were his brand new sneakers, although they seemed a little loose on his small feet. The traveler, a tall, craggy 44-year-old who knew well, and preferred, the solitary road, towered over the boy, but the boy stared him down, his sharp little face softened by a cheeky grin.


The traveler was unsurprised when the boy addressed him in English. 

“You need a guide here, mister! You are now in Fez medina! Fez medina is very dangerous for you, very big and you get lost quick.” His rapid-fire speech was startling in its clarity, but the man gave no hint that he had understood. Sometimes it was best to play dumb, he knew, so he replied in broken Arabic, refusing to divulge his identity for the moment. He told the boy he came from Poland, which was true enough by heritage, if not by birth, then unleashed a few quick sentences in that language to buttress his story. Every tout the traveler had ever met in the world knew that Eastern Europeans were one step above the Russians in terms of financial liquidity, and that wasn’t saying much at all.


The boy regarded the man with suspicion as he spoke again, in English. “You are not American?” He rubbed the hollow above his little belly absently as he pondered this. “I think you are American.”


The man sighed. Feigning a language for six weeks had left him distanced, even from himself. It was an emotional buffer that bothered him. Besides, the boy looked too small to be harmful—tiny fingers wrapped tightly around a bent cigarette—although the potential to be annoying lurked within the amused suspicion of his sun-dried face. “You win, little man. I’m American as Joe DiMaggio. But I don’t need a guide. Thanks anyway.”

The man began walking again. 


“Ten dirhams for one hour!” he called from somewhere behind. 


Less than a dollar. “You’re no guide. I know better than that.”


His little steps quickened until he had drawn beside the man, whose giant stride was cramped by the narrow alleys, and then the boy was in front, walking backward, talking and deftly avoiding the veiled shapes that squeezed through the narrow passageway. “I am a faux guide!” he declared proudly, thumping his sunken chest with his hand. 


The man knew about the legend of the faux guide, hustlers who preyed on the tourists that streamed from the tour buses day in and day out at the medina gates. They had reputations for leading their clients deep within the labyrinthine corridors and alleyways, only to strand them if they didn’t cough up exorbitant amounts of baksheesh. That’s if the tourists were lucky. If they weren’t, they found themselves vigorously beaten and missing their money-belts, and every year, a few wanderers simply vanished, slipped between the cracks of these ancient medinas. Faux guide indeed.


The little Arab turned into the impossibly thick clots of figures funneling through a dripping archway up ahead. Plump women, veiled in black, poured through that gaping mouth and clucked like hens as he elbowed them aside. As the boy pushed blindly through the stampede, the man took the opportunity and turned sharply down a side street, almost enjoying the game and laughing to himself as he imagined the boy’s dismay when next he turned around. With the crowds as they were, it could be a while. A long while.


He was still smiling a few minutes later when he heard the sound of rapid footfalls behind him, heard the voice ring out like nothing had happened, as if perhaps the man had turned down the alley and had forgotten to call out to him by mistake. 


“So, ten dirhams. I will take you to the tanneries.”


The man ignored him. A beggar squatted up ahead, just outside the stream of foot traffic. His face was buried in one hand, the other outstretched and motionless like a bog mummy.

The man had traveled much of the world, and he tried to be respectful of the customs wherever they went. Nop the Laotians, keep your soles down in Indonesia. Never make the OK sign in Brazil unless of course you want the recipient to either howl with laughter or pull off your shirt. The traveler knew that one of the five pillars of Islam was the giving of alms, so as he approached the beggar, he dropped a one-dirham coin in his palm. It bounced from the callused flesh before he could close his arthritic fingers around the silver piece, onto the ground and then into the hip pocket of the faux guide. 


“Give that to him,” the man said, but there was no heart in it. It seemed futile here. The constant barrage of vendors and touts, beggars and hashish dealers, had seen to that. “What kind of Muslim are you, taking money from a beggar?” he asked the boy instead.  


“I am a poor Meslem!” He looked up with a grin as the traveler fished for another dirham to give the beggar, who was peering into the creases of his palm uncomprehendingly. The beggar’s skin had the texture of the crust at the bottom of a loaf of bread, but the traveler held the coin there until he felt the scrape of calloused fingertips closing. Alms thus given, he spun down the first alleyway that caught his attention, and the next one after that, always with the swiftly fading hope that the boy would either become separated from him or lose interest. He did neither, but the man did succeed in letting the medina swallow him without a trace. 


The acrid-sweet smell of something dead hit the man’s nose, wafting from the black gap between two grubby stucco buildings that leaned toward each other like drunken old men. He turned away from it, heading back the way he’d come, when he noticed two other boys had approached the faux guide. He whispered something to them and they bolted past the man, into the alley from which the stench emanated. Maybe he had sent them away—beat it, chaps, this one’s mine. Then another thought seeped into the din pressing upon the man, a dark rider atop the back of the first: Maybe he had sent them to get some older friends to roll the stupid ferengi that had wandered so deep into such forbidding territory.


The boy didn’t reckon on the traveler’s compass though, which he now whipped out with a flourish. “I have no camera. I have no money. No passport. No Carte credite. I left everything in my hotel. The only thing I have—” He thrust the compass in the boy’s face, who winced as though expecting a blow, “is this. And it will do your job just fine. Ma’a salama.” 


The man had come from the north, and now he headed in that direction. Of course, in this warren, the streets often dead-ended or wound any which way but straight, but he tried to keep to that general heading. Soon, he came out onto a wider street, at least wider than the ones through which he had been hurrying. Shops lined either side, a thousand points of glinting metal that winked by as he passed through the brass makers’ souq. Cajoling voices brutalizing English, just come for a look. Dark eyes in dark places, watching. 


The man’s cunning plan with the compass fell apart when he finally reached the North Wall because the alley disappeared into it, terminating at an old ceramic absolution fountain laid out with squares of colorful tile. Nervously, he looked left and right, trying to get a sense of which path to take, but both choices veered steeply down slope, away from the wall beyond which he knew were air and light and open spaces. Two cats screamed at each other from somewhere within a moldering alcove. He hurried left. 

Cul-de-sacs mocked him, circle lanes tricked him and sucked at the strength in his legs. His back was a palette of dust and sweat. Head down, he kept moving. Lilliputian doorways set in the mud-brick came up to his waist, leaving the impression that the buildings had sunk beneath rippling waves of worn stone. Peering inside irregular openings, he saw long, low rooms lined with straw and packed with clacking looms. Old women worked the looms, and as the traveler looked on, one of them fixed him with impassive eyes. Her face was covered by faded blue tattoos that dripped from the underside of her mouth and ran down her chin. The man stood. His feet felt numb, but they still carried him on, which was enough.


Ten paces over broken ground encumbered with heaps of straw and rubble, buzzing insects. Ten paces further, tall buildings made of houses piled on top of houses produced geometry that made his head hurt. The sun couldn’t find the cobbles anymore, and the click-clack of the looms rising and bouncing from the leaning walls was suddenly the mad scrabble of chitinous legs belowground. The man felt logy, as though there were a fist pressed insistently, firmly, against his sternum. His eyes were dry and red. 

 
Then a familiar voice came from beside him, beside him and a little below: “Ten dirhams, no problem. I accept.”


The faux guide had somehow followed the traveler all this way without gaining his attention. Now he looked delighted.

As the African days had passed by during this long sojourn, the traveler had taken on a motto with which any Muslim would agree: If it were written somewhere that something should happen, that he should go somewhere or see something or meet someone, then it would happen with no assistance from him. And if not, well then he’d never know anyway.


It was the only way to live here. The man sighed. “Five dirhams to Qaraine.”


The boy held out his hand, but the traveler shook his head. “After I get there.”


The boy trotted back down into the medina. After a final moment spent weighing nonexistent options, the man loped after him. The boy was moving fast, ducking around black corners and into even blacker alleys as though trying to escape a pursuer. But ten minutes later, they stood panting before ornate wooden doors thrown open and towering against the merest sliver of sky. Once again, the boy stuck his palm out, and this time the man dropped four one-dirham coins into it. The boy’s smile vanished, but the man reminded him of his earlier thievery from the beggar. He nodded, slipped the coins in a pocket and said he would wait outside, maybe show the way to the tanneries or the water clock for a couple dirhams more. The man shrugged and said goodbye to him for a second time, knowing that it wouldn’t be the last. 

The traveler stepped inside the Qaraine. Drowsy gloom seeped from scattered recesses of the ancient university, and the endless repetition of passages from texts by monotone voices freighted the air like a sour spice. As the man nosed around the courtyard, he recalled yesterday’s foray. 


On his first time into the medina the day before, he’d hired an official guide sporting a big brass name badge pinned to a pristine, pointy-hooded djellaba that he wore over a business suit. He’d been hovering solicitously near the doors of his hotel and the traveler had figured that, with 9400 alleys that made up the old medina in which to become lost, a guide would be an asset, one that would wring the most from his brief sojourn and perhaps gift him with places that were off limits to unescorted visitors. 

Always impeccably polite and speaking English better than the traveler himself, the guide had instead taken him to one shop after the other, lingering outside while his friends turned up the pressure to buy armloads of trinkets and crafts—some exquisite and priced to reflect that, others gaudy to the point of embarrassment. The idea was as the traveler’s wallet thinned, the official, state-sanctioned guide would feel his billfold swell from the owner’s kickback—all this for only 150 dirhams and five hours of his life. Also naturally, the traveler refused to buy a single blue ceramic evil eye, not a hunk of greasy Frankincense. No, really, I don’t feel hungry. Not so thirsty, either. My back is much too sore to carry a life-size statue of Hassan II, but otherwise, I definitely would take it. 

Where at first the guide had walked with measured steps, hands clasped behind his back in a manner that superficially resembled piety, by the time the traveler had finished with him his stride had lengthened alarmingly, and whenever the man paused to speak with a metal-maker unknown to the guide (or at least unliked by him; the man had the idea that there were few things that moved here that escaped his guide’s knowledge), the guide had discouraged lingering with sudden, sharp coughs in the ear, and devastating sighs each time a question was posed. When the traveler finally demanded to be returned to his hotel, the guide churned through crowds with his hands clenched painfully behind his back, cursing curious mules and the boys who led them, and leaping, froglike, over sleeping forms in the gutter. 

Now, amid the quiet sanctuary, the traveler glanced outside the entrance vestibule. The little faux-guide sat on the ground opposite the door, his back against a crate of potatoes. He saw his client looking and made a shooing gesture with his small hand. 

No hurry. 

Revivified by the Qaraine, the traveler let the boy take him to the tanneries after all, and he skipped ahead as they walked together, dodging left and right to avoid being trampled by melancholy asses carrying cases of cola, black-and-white televisions, piles of bleeding sheep heads, and everything else that constituted life in the Arabic medina. They went down a main avenue, still far too narrow for a car, but wide enough for medina horses to get along. The boy’s voice was filled with patriotic pride as he told the traveler of these horses, which had been bred for centuries for their calm outlook on life, most of which was spent trotting through the slimy alleys wearing rubber horseshoes crafted from old car tires. He even stopped a young man and asked that he show the shoes. Although the horse was loaded with vegetables, he prodded it with a bony elbow until the animal raised its foot for the man’s inspection. After a moment, he lowered it and they continued on, side by side. 


A roof of thin slats blotted out much of the harsh rays of the sun here and cast the path in indigo shades. Hundreds of stalls and tiny shops did a bustling trade, and the scents of food and spice, animals and dung, were wet and heavy on the air. Although not unused to Arabic cities, the strange and displaced sounds in this medina continued to catch the traveler off guard. An argument in mangled French filtered through a lattice below a terrace upon which a dirty lamb paced; the Koranic chant of unseen children was the score for a dying donkey that quivered in an alley as a group of men looked on. The men watched the traveler as he passed by, and then resumed their discussions. 


The walls narrowed as they neared the tanneries, and soon stark buildings rose several stories overhead, their balconies draped with moss and spider webs of cracks. The only evidence of the tanneries came when the wind shifted and sent an acrid plume of vat fumes settling into the still air of the alleyway. The stench burned the man’s nose as the boy led him through an unmarked doorway and up a flight of stone steps. A windowless corridor, creaking doors, Arabic pop on an unseen radio, a canted stone balcony with the little guide at his side. And the man could only gawk at the sight that stretched before him. 

The tanning vats were entirely enclosed by low, flat-roofed houses built with utter disregard for flow and symmetry yet all the more captivating for it. Hot air whistled across the faded stucco and entertained wheeling gulls above hundreds of large stone pits, each filled with unknowable liquids. Mealy stews of animal skins floated inside each pit. These were stomped and flung and slapped by fifty or sixty shirtless men sweating under the sun, legs glistening as they clambered from vat to vat. Just below the balcony, another group was in the process of flaying the skins from piles of dead sheep. From three stories above, it looked as though they were playing in piles of pink cotton candy.  


“There is everything in the pits,” the guide informed his client. “Piss, pigeon shit too!” he exclaimed, perhaps hoping for a reaction, which he did not get. “Look at them!” He stuck out a finger. 


Across the sinkhole was another tall building, another terrace. Thirty pale men and women milled upon it, arms full of buttery bags and purses purchased only moments ago, and sprigs of mint under their noses. Shutter-slaps and excited voices floated across the gap and broke the traveler’s trance. He glanced back and saw his little guide half-hanging over the low stone wall and staring at the hot earth, rapt. Watching the men work as though he had never before seen this tableau.   


“Hey.”

The boy straightened.

“Thanks.”

“It is my job.” He squinted into the sun. “What’s your name?”

“Alex.”

“You look like Indiana Jones, Alex.”


Alex laughed. “And you look like . . . a damn little kid. What’s your name, then?”


“I am El Asad to those who know me. It means the Lion!” he declared proudly, once again thumping that sunken chest. “I am the oldest brother of seven—” he began, but the man waved at him for silence. The faux guide sob story always started like that. Alex could have told Asad’s own fictional life story better than the boy could have told it himself—he’d heard enough versions of it to know. Maybe this one should begin with how his father had suffered a heart attack or something equally debilitating which forced him into guiding to support his family and aunt (who also lived with them, with her own children) and ending with a suitably sad recounting of his latest beating at the hands of the police. But the Lion was young, and after all, a lion; he could take it for now. Besides, he was doing his family duty, and that was what mattered.


It was always the same. 

Slanting light puddled, bloodstains on skins of decaying masonry, as they pushed ever deeper into the pulsing gut of the medina. Alex lit a cigarette, exhaling the blue smoke over his shoulder. He could feel the pressure of a half-million people cooking, working and beating out a living in an area the approximate size of New York’s Central Park, but it was a soothing pressure, like a hot arm on his shoulder. Wood smoke tainted the air, its tangy fragrance bleeding into the heady aromas of an extensive spice souq that appeared out of nowhere. Crushed peppers, vinegary sumac powders, star anise, exotic leaves and milled seeds over which flocks of the veiled hens squabbled. 


The cigarette burned down and Alex disposed of it as the locals did; he flicked it on the ground between his feet. Asad went after it faster than the one-dirham coin and managed to take three deep lungfuls before the filter started smoldering between his dark, crooked fingers. He made a happy face to counteract the glare Alex gave him. 


“If you need a smoke so bad, ask for one.” Alex hardly approved of children smoking, but he’d rather have Asad ask for one like a person than to crawl after his rubbish. The agility and nonchalance with which he did that was viscerally disturbing, and something Alex would have preferred not to see.


“Can I have one?” Asad asked immediately. 

Alex flipped one over his shoulder and Asad caught it with a grin. His childlike lunge for it made Alex feel horrible for the thing that he had given him, but lung cancer wasn’t a top concern here, of that he felt certain. 


Occasionally, Alex questioned Asad about buildings that interested him, or for translations of signs or a phrase that might prove useful later, but mainly they walked in slow silence. He was letting the feel of the place wash over him, letting it invade his pores and his head. Without his help, his feet found a rhythm; his gaze wandered where it would. And that’s when he began to feel it here, that wonderful tingle in every nerve ending within his body, that sense of being so terrifically tiny, lost in the expanse of the world. One in five billion; good odds, ones that had always been all right by him. 


“Want to take me to . . . where?” The question faded into uncertainty. He stopped moving, and Asad favored him with a squint.


It didn’t matter where the traveler went. As long as he went. 


“Take me to the metal-smiths?” he asked.


Asad skipped backward past him, all childish exuberance as he said that he would guide Alex to the metal-smiths and then show him a place where they could sit for a while and watch them work. He didn’t state the price of his services this time, and Alex didn’t ask. 

On the way to the metal-smiths, Asad slipped into the mouth of a dark arch. The ever-present gloom of the medina veiled details, but Alex could see that the corridor terminated in a small courtyard. Alex asked him what he wanted here. 


“This is where I live. I want some water, wait here, okay?”


“Show me.”


Asad shrugged, a sign that the man took to be an affirmation. He followed Asad inside and found himself in the center of a two-story covered courtyard. Unadorned spaces that looked like disused stalls lined the bottom floor. Tumbledown doors hung from broken hinges and dotted the upper section. Boys and teenagers loitered about, backlit by shafts of light made thick with dust motes. Two sickly twins hunched over a game of dominoes, their whispered chatter silenced by the Alex’s presence.


He called out an Arabic greeting, his voice unintentionally loud in the musty air. None responded. The boys moved slowly—some got to their feet slowly, others sat down slowly—and everything had a neglected, dusty patina, as if time itself had run down here long ago. Asad said something to them and most returned to their preoccupations. 


“What is this place?”


“It is a caravanserai. In Mohammed’s time, it was a traveler hotel. The camels and donkeys go there.” He pointed at the spaces on the bottom floor, where cots littered with pathetic human bedding stood instead of animals and straw. “The men slept on the other floor. Now we sleep where we want.”


“Who?”


Another shrug. He went into a stall and pulled out a yellowed plastic bottle, presumably full of water. “We sleep down here when it is hot, like now. In winter, the top is better.”


“Where are your parents? Your eight brothers or sisters, like you were going to tell me about back at the tanneries?”


Asad shook his head, his eyes shiny in the darkness. “It is only my mother, and she lives in Marrakesh.” He pronounced it “M’roksh.” “I come to Fez because the guiding is better. M’roksh medina is too small. I send her money when I have it.”


He tried to brush by Alex, back into the flow of foot-traffic, but Alex stood in his path.  “When were you last in Marrakesh?”


Asad looked at Alex as though he had betrayed him. “Two years ago.” 

After fixing Asad with his gaze for a second more, Alex moved quietly aside.


Asad’s face regained its happy mask once more, and he asked the man if he still wanted to see the metal-smiths. The man shook his head in the half-light of the caravanserai. The traveler’s hotel. 


“Palais Jamaï, Asad. It’s time to leave.”

The Palais Jamaï was a last-day-in-Fez-so-what-the-hell splurge, a shameless wallow in granite and marble and imported whisky sipped upon a bed that was an altar to opulence made of silk. The arctic blast rose shivers from the base of Alex’s spine as he brushed past four doormen dressed in red who looked past his soiled clothes and into his white face, dispensing smiles for which he had paid with a sack of greenbacks. Alex went to the bank of elevators, and summoned one. While awaiting it, he caught sight of Asad through heavily tinted glass. He was drifting back into the medina, back into another time. The doors slid open but Alex didn’t step through. Instead, he returned to the front desk. The concierge smiled as Alex delivered his request. 

Alex took a sentry’s place on his balcony far above the darkening medina, where night did not descend with grace. It overcame him there, a black bag wiping the stars from the sky and falling like grief onto the old city to suffocate the residents in the still air underneath, even as it rocked them to sleep with false promises of coolness and calm. It left the occupants gasping for breath on nights like this. Above, on his expensive balcony, the air was only marginally cooler where Alex sat alone, feet throbbing, lungs overused and tired. But these things he could easily ignore; other things were more difficult. His head crawled with the things he had seen—images painted in black. Sleep wouldn’t come, so he sat alone overlooking Fes el-Bali. Although only a centimeter of glass stood between the man and the relief of air conditioning, he found that he needed the heat and the smell of fires for a while longer. He didn’t remember falling asleep in the chair, but he was awakened an hour before the sun by the muezzin in the minaret of the small mosque below crying out in a hoarse and high voice that sounded ancient and fearful of his god. Soon others from the dozens of spires that pierced the endless sky soon joined the first in praise of Allah, and their strains mingled and rose and fell in ominous discordance. Within this sound, beneath him in that sprawling pit of rubble and humanity, Alex imagined old women working their looms, young men hustling and older men sweeping cobbles, others cutting hair and praying, all turning as one at the sound of the callers, then streaming slowly and silently through nameless alleys, moving toward the mosques as the muezzins wailed a song that to Alex’s ears suddenly carried anger for the infidel who even now eavesdropped on their sacred prayer.

Then silence fell, and Alex slipped inside his cold room. After a moment of thought, he went out into the quiet corridor. It didn’t take long to find a lonely maid’s cart, and Alex quickly filled his arms with a dozen milled French soaps, a handful of hotel shampoos, minibar peanuts, a fluffy white towel with the hotel’s monogram in crimson letters on the bottom edge. Back in his room, he found a few cans of Coke in the fridge, and some other snacks he hadn’t opened. These went in the bag, along with a sack of toast-points he’d bought two days ago. 

A little later, he emerged from the hotel, his pack hoisted high and eager to be Atlantic-bound. Once there, he would jump a shared taxi and go south, almost into Mauritania, in search of a small, deserted town uncluttered by crowds, devoid of shops, only a blue guesthouse and a horizon that stretched away forever in every direction. No leaning walls. No dung fires. No cluster flies. Open spaces.

As Alex stepped from the cloistered peace of the hotel’s courtyard, Asad jumped from the shade of a popcorn vendor’s cart and bounced over to him, unable to keep from smiling. “What do you want to see this morning, Alex? I can show you anything!”


“How long have you been waiting here?”


Asad shrugged, his bottom lip stuck out to convey that it didn’t matter. When Alex pressed the issue, more out of a morbid curiosity than anything else, Asad allowed that it might have been a few hours. He was wearing the same shirt as yesterday.


“I’m leaving.”

Asad nodded. “I can guide you to the gare. The big station. Ten dirhams, no problem.”

Alex shook his head. “I know where it is. But here.” He extended the bulging plastic bag he had prepared that morning. On the way down the elevator, Alex also added five hundred dirhams, five times the official guide’s rate from the other day—a little traveling money to go with the train ticket to Marrakesh he’d had the concierge acquire last night.

Alex’s back was sore from the chair in which he had slept, and he scratched at the stubble on his face as Asad rummaged through the bag. Suddenly, he tied the top of the bag closed and screwed up his face. “Five dirhams, and I will show you the best restaurant in medina for your breakfast! Come!”


Alex shook his head. His pack was heavy on his shoulders, and he felt exposed standing in the street with it. “Goodbye, Lion.”

Asad’s shoulders rounded, but only for an instant. Then he dove into the medina, the plastic bag flopping frantically at his side. The medina swallowed him up and he was gone.

