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Butterfly Wings
fiction 
Darvin Babiuk

The sound that woke the twins 
could have been the hum and drum of 
butterfly wings; locusts chirping; sand 
whipping across the desert plain; dust 
devils said to contain the spirits of jinn that 
could sway the resolve of even the most 
resolute men; the flapping of the tent in a 
morning breeze; a baby crying; or just the 
soft whisper of Bedouin beekeepers rising 
for morning prayers.

Lamees—the youngest, by minutes 
perhaps, out here in the desert time was 
not measured by such artificial means—
woke first, like her mother and sisters and 
aunts before her, thinking first it might 
have been the sounds of her stomach 
growling. If her mother had been here, she 
would be gathering camel chips to bake 
khubz tawwa (fried bread) to eat with 
leben (lightly soured goat’s milk) and 
sickly sweet tea they would all enjoy after 
getting up off their knees to pray. She could 
just make out the white patterns of her 
brightly coloured robe against the dark sky, 
meaning it was morning-prayer time. 
Before she could stop it, her stomach 
rumbled again and set off memories of 
sheep intestines wrapped in strips of fat; 
tripe taken with handfuls of pilaf and ghee, 
scented with cardamom and cloves, like 
they’d had at the most recent tribal 
wedding. Simpler food even: goat kabab, 
okra, fava beans, pita bread, dates, 
sorghum, millet, coconut, fenugreek, 
yoghurt, hummus, corn, mint, mocha, 
sticky figs or dates and, best of all, handfuls 
of djerras, or roast locusts.Perhaps it was 
thoughts of those foods on an empty 
stomach that had wakened Bassam, only 
nine; perhaps, they were pretty sure—
again, time was measured in different ways 

out here. Or perhaps it was just because 
they were twins, twins who have a way of 
knowing the other better than themselves; 
as much one as two. Most probably it was 
the sound, which had gotten louder and 
louder until it was enough to rouse him 
and remind him again of the sound that 
had first come three days ago. 

Three days ago—of that much they 
were sure since the Moon had risen and 
fallen three times since then; they had 
prayed fifteen times—Leila, their mother, 
had shooed them out of the tent and told 
them to make themselves useful until 
breakfast was ready. In other parts of the 
tent, Razzak, their father, and the rest of the 
ba-Rasheed clan were making sounds of 
getting ready for the day now that the first 
prayers were completed. Each tent for the 
extended family, or bayt, was pitched facing 
south, one per ayla, or family, with separate 
male and female sections, except for 
husband and wife, who slept with children 
below the age of puberty, after which they 
went to sleep in the segregated section of 
their sex. Leila was Razzak’s fourth wife 
(he had kept two, and divorced two 
others), the youngest and prettiest although 
that meant much less out here.

The men were dressed in futas—the 
Arab version of a men’s sarong—dusty 
sports jackets, checker-patterned kaffiyah on 
their heads and swaths of cloth over 
shoulders like serapes. Tucked inside their 
belts were jambiyyahs—ornate, curved 
daggers—whose possession marked the 
transition from child to man. Razzak and 
all the older males carried rifles or 
Kalishnikovs slung over their shoulders, 
which drew no more attention here than an 
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umbrella would in Vancouver or London. 
Kidnapping, a custom that the bayt ba-Rasheed had 
never indulged in, was a common cottage industry 
out here. Not that they felt it was wrong—this was 
their land, so who gave a damn about the oil 
workers and tourists coming to destroy it? —just 
that he was more interested in goats and bees than 
in soiling himself negotiating with corrupt 
government officials whose word wasn’t worth an 
old rag a goat had been chewing and then defecated 
on. Already, this early in the morning, he had a 
cheekful of qat, which would only grow larger 
throughout the day. Because he was outdoors, he 
could spit the juice where he wanted. In the tent, he 
used an empty water bottle scavenged from the 
refuse of an unwanted visitor. Not one of them was 
clean shaven. To do so would be as much to admit 
you were not a man.
            After breakfast, he and the older boys 
planned to go out and check the hives; honey was a 
prized commodity in this part of the world—part 
medicine, part condiment, part aphrodisiac, and 
part mystical balm—and the ba-Rasheed’s honey, 
Razzak’s in particular, was known throughout the 
souqs in this area for being especially fine. 
Merchants from as far away as Damascus, Jeddah, 
and Al Hodeidah were known to send their agents 
to purchase as much as they could for markup in 
their own shops back home. Some of them, the 
dishonest, were even known to take sugar mixed 
with water and try to pass if off for ba-Rasheed 
honey. The secret, of course, as every housewife 
within camel spitting distance of the Rub Al Khali 
knew, was to buy a small sample and take it home 
and freeze it. If the water separated out, it was fake. 
The merchant knew to leave quickly and hawk his 
wares elsewhere, never to return, as memories were 
long in this part of the world.
            Grandmother—Jiddha in Arabic—was either 
asleep or awake: it was hard to tell which at any 
given time now, and the family stepped around her 
like a colossus, a force, to be taken for granted, safe 
in the knowledge that she would always be there, 
like the bees and the deserts and goats and 
butterflies.
            Bassam had wanted to run out to the hives so 
that he could tell his father how much honey had 
accumulated since the family had last been this way, 
more than two Eids if he’d been hearing correctly 
and not dreaming as he drifted to sleep last 
night. Bedouins, they followed a route much the 
same as Razzak’s father and grandfather had taken, 
with little regard for borders or customs posts, 
which changed with the winds and never amounted 

to much anyway, unlike the goats and the flowers 
and bees, which had been here forever and always 
would; something which would always be in 
demand in the land of milk and honey.
            But Lamees had crinkled her nose and told 
him she wanted to follow the goats. She had seen 
one of them come back yesterday with some 
interesting-coloured dust around his snout. Because 
it was Lamees (Lamees, with her bright robe 
covering her from head to toe; toes wrapped in 
sandals of cut-up inner tubes, head protected by 
conical straw hat, or madallah, silver jewelry jangling 
on her wrists and around her neck), the result was 
never very much in question. Bassam followed her 
everywhere, even after sometimes giving pretense 
of being the man and thus, by definition, in charge. 
In this pair, at this time, it was Lamees who set the 
path to be skipped. Bassam was happy to just tag 
along. There were no other children their age, as 
Leila and Razzak were long past the age when even 
honey could . . . well, never mind; the biggest worry 
the family had these days was not more children 
but finding suitable wives for two of the oldest 
sons. Bedouins, not city girls, ones who’d be happy 
out in the desert carrying their tents and herding 
the goats from camp to camp and who’d paint their 
hands with henna into deep, dark intricate designs 
that had been born some time deep in the past and 
only the elders, like Grandma, knew the meaning 
of. Razzaks’s brother, unfortunately, had run out of 
daughters as two of Razzak’s sons had already 
married among them. They had set up tents nearby, 
the guy wires intertwined with their father’s to 
show the connection. But, praise be to Allah, there 
were no children yet for the twins to play with, 
although their brothers could be heard late at night 
in the next tent trying, their cries mingling with the 
laughing of hyenas coming across the sand.
            Cresting a rise on a wadi, Bassam had heard 
the din of something in the sky over the horizon. In 
his mind, anything in the sky that made noise could 
only be a bird or butterfly and this one sounded 
huge. A hawk? A giant eagle? And he’d be the first 
to see it. But, as he and Lamees had watched in 
terror, blaring black spiders sped through the sky 
past them toward the tents before they shook and 
fire came out of them and the world . . . all of them, 
Father and Mother and Second Mother and 
Jiddha . . . everyone . . . disappeared in dun puffs of 
smoke and dust.
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Darvin Babiuk has lived more than half his 
adult life overseas, and is currently in the 
process of moving to Abu Dhabi. He has had 
short stories published in a number of venues, 
including in Pachinko Magazine and Cigale 
Literary Magazine.
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