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Wild Olives
A traveler learns a lesson deep in the Moroccan dessert.
Abdasalam pounded his hand on the dashboard with the thick beat of the Arabian music, waking me from my uneasy slumber. The light of the rising sun filtered through the dust so that the sky appeared to be covered in gauze, its single golden eye staring at us above the veil of the Moroccan desert. I looked at the man behind the wheel. He was about fifty, with peppery hair, a broom mustache, and long lashes shading tired eyes. He sang along with the music, “Aaah! Eeehhhah! Ahh! Ahh! Heyahh!” Then he turned to me, completely ignoring the road, and ordered me to sing, “Chantez! Chantez!”

Coming out of my daze, I started chanting, “Hey! Hey! Hey!” as I slapped my hand on the dash in rhythm. 

Suddenly, Abdasalam stopped pounding. “Je suis fatigué, Jennica.” Faaaa-teee-gay. He said each syllable as though he were holding it up to the light like a gem. Abdasalam had been driving non-stop for three days, singing to keep himself awake. With travelers’ spontaneity, my boyfriend Mike and I had accepted a ride with him the day before, hoping to make it from a remote ferry station in Melilla to the busy city of Fez, more than eight hours away. Now we were in the middle of the desert in Africa with a half-asleep, half-delirious stranger as our driver. We had no road map, no compass, and no assurance of our future—only the memory of why we had decided to join Abdasalam in the first place.

Our journey with Abdasalam had begun under the dazzling sunshine of southern Spain. Mike and I had approached the booth of the ferry station ticket vendor in Almerìa ready to buy passage to Morocco. The vendor told us that the ferry that left that day went to a small town, Melilla, and it would arrive around midnight. Transportation and accommodation would be hard to find at that time.

“But,” said the vendor, “I know the man behind you, and he lives in Fez. Maybe he can give you a ride from Melilla.”

I turned to see a man who had the relaxed, indifferent stance of a camel. The vendor didn’t wait for our response, but called out to the man. They spoke in Arabic, their tongues flicking gracefully around the hard rocks of the language. Was some kind of deal being made? I peered more deeply into the dark booth of the ticket vendor. He was young, with black hair slicked back in the machismo-meets-beauty-products way of Spanish men. He looked ordinary enough to be trusted, but in this bright light, I couldn’t quite see into his eyes. 

“You can trust this man,” the vendor said. “He will give you a ride to Fez.”

A dry hot wind blew and paused, blew and paused. Mike looked at me, and I could tell by the way his blue eyes caught the sun and held it there that he wanted to take this ride. But I was wary of a man who would drive two strangers eight hours through the desert. 

I thought back to earlier that morning. We had been riding in a bus to Almerìa through a naked landscape. Suddenly a grove of olive trees appeared on a hill. Sinewy branches stretched all directions, and slender leaves hung from every stem. Without a farm in sight, it appeared these trees had been abandoned. They were so exposed to the elements, yet they were more beautiful for being unprotected. Like me, a young woman on her first trip around Europe without her family, they were wild and free.

I returned Mike’s fiery look. “Let’s go with him,” I said.

His name was Abdasalam, and he spoke to us in French, my high-school foreign language of choice. He was an imports merchant who drove back and forth between Fez and Paris once a month. He had a wife in France, a wife in Morocco, and three girlfriends. He said this with such glee that I laughed, imagining the women spaced evenly along the route between Paris and Fez. 

After the ferry ride, we met Abdasalam at his truck. By the time we passed through customs and started driving, it was well past midnight. The headlights of the truck illuminated only a little of the road so that Morocco unrolled like a carpet before us as we drove. Sometimes we’d pass through a sleeping village with abandoned dirt streets and ribby cats slinking along buildings. A café would glow florescent in the distance, and we’d approach to find it filled with men sitting in loose circles, smoking and pouring steaming tea into delicate cups. 

I tried to keep my eyes open, to be vigilant about our route, to never totally disarm my trust. But as the night dragged on, the flutter of moths in our headlights and the drone of the engine fused with my dreams.

When I awoke to the sunrise and Abdasalam’s pounding on the dashboard, we had been driving about five hours. 

“We will stop at my friend’s house,” said Abdasalam. Feeling tender and exposed from my sleep, my stomach lurched with doubt as I thought of spending time hidden away in some stranger’s house. Abdasalam had been kind and unthreatening, but still I could not fully believe in such great generosity. Stories of kidnapping schemes blossomed dark flowers in my mind.

We drove into a small town and parked in front of a house that was plain and blocky as a sixties office building. My heart beat faster and faster with each step toward the door.

A small man with a shriveled smiling face and warm sparkling eyes greeted us, “Al salaam a'alaykum!” From behind him, a woman, gentle as a turtle dove, stepped out and beckoned us to come inside. Their home was cool and tranquil, decorated in hues of blue and green. Graceful designs on tiles covered the walls. Immediately, my fears vanished and my heart calmed. 

Soon, I could think only of sleep. I asked if there was a place where we could lie down. The woman led us into another room lined with a pillow-covered bench. I barely remember her returning with a blanket and covering me.

When we awoke a few hours later, I sat up and looked around the room. Where were we? In some family’s home, somewhere in Morocco. And we were safe. 

Just then the woman entered the room, as though she had been waiting for us. She held her hand to her mouth. Yes, we nodded, we were hungry.

She led Mike and I into another room and pulled out chairs for us at a dining table. The men came in, but did not sit down. They had already eaten. Abdasalam asked if we felt better and then told us to eat, “Mangez! Mangez!” The woman set down dishes of scrambled eggs with tomatoes, cucumber salad, bread, butter, and jam. Abdasalam and our hosts watched as we filled our plates, and then asked how we liked each item as we ate. Finally we sat back in our chairs, but the husband set a bowl of dark, wrinkled olives soaking in oil in front of us. 

“These are from his farm,” said Abdasalam. “He owns many olive fields all over the countryside.”

The husband beamed and leaned down toward us. “Bismillah,” he said. Thanks to God.

I picked up an olive out of the thick oil and placed it on my tongue. Then I looked into the warm face of the husband and realized I had been wrong about the olive trees on the hill in Spain. They were not wild and free, but had grown strong and beautiful from years of care by a farmer who trusted they would produce fruit. Abdasalam’s willingness to drive total strangers across the desert, and this family’s dependence on the land and graciousness to two foreigners made my struggle to overcome my fears seem insignificant. Perhaps it is the farmer’s trust in the tree, and the tree’s trust in the farmer, that allows the fruit to grow. Perhaps it is one human’s trust in another that allows us to move past the unknown. 

As I pushed the olive to the roof of my mouth, its skin broke and the fruit crumbled. It tasted like the rich, healthy soil of my own family’s Nebraska garden.
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