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            “… a slim but potent meditation on memory and exile.”

            The Economist

            “a … subtle narrative of secrecy, intrigue, personal loss and grief.”

            Financial Times

            “Samir El-Youssef’s book is a nuanced, thought-provoking look at this world, free of easy, political answers.”

            New Statesman

            “… an intellectually playful and poignant disquisition on the state of the stateless.”

            Jewish Chronicle

            “It is a world full of hypocrisy, homophobia and despair, where moral compromise is unavoidable. It is also a world shot through with class divisions … the result soon proves tragic.”

            The Independent

            “… El-Youssef is unflinchingly critical of aspects of his society, not least what he sees as hypocrisy in the treatment of women. Puncturing myth to allow for grief and understanding, the novel attempts to reveal a more complex human reality behind the smokescreen of tales of heroism and martyrdom.”

            The Guardian

            “… this is a book about the blurry contours of identity, memory, ideology and knowledge. It is also a candid exploration of the Palestinian question and opens many wounds … El-Youssef is a good craftsman, who engages the reader’s curiosity early on and dispenses information slowly, disclosing shameful secrets, heightening both tragedy and empathy.”
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         Since the start of this month I have been waiting for the day of the 27th. The closer it gets, the more I have become aware of the fact that it will soon be exactly fifteen years since I left Lebanon. I have been here for fifteen years, that’s fifteen years without ever going back, nor seeing any of the people that I used to know then, I kept telling myself with an unmistakable sense of achievement.

         You see, over the years I have achieved very little, so little in fact that I was desperate enough to consider an achievement the mere completion of fifteen years without seeing anybody from the past. And now even that sense of achievement turned out to be premature. A short phone call has changed things. It was a call from Ali, an old friend of mine who had left Lebanon two years before I did.

         “It’s me, Ali, phoning you from America!” he said and told me that on Tuesday the 24th he would be going back to Lebanon, but would be stopping at Heathrow for a couple of hours.

         I was quite surprised to hear Ali’s voice, and I thought it would be interesting to see him after all these years. Yet I was tempted to tell him that I was going to be busy until the 28th. But I remained silent.

         “Goddamit man! It’s me, Ali!” he said in a joyful tone of voice. “It’s me, Ali phoning you from America, man!”

         Having received no immediate reply from me, he must have assumed that I hadn’t known who was speaking. And he kept repeating it: “It’s me Ali, man!”

         I was annoyed and couldn’t help asking: “If you are really Ali why the hell are you speaking like that?” 

         He burst out laughing and instantly switched to Arabic. He didn’t realise that it was the accent, not the English, that had annoyed me.

         “I would’ve preferred to meet you at Hajj Ramadan’s cafe,” he said amusingly, trying to remind me of the regular meetings that we once had at that cafe back in Lebanon.

         “It must’ve closed down a long time ago!” I said, and I didn’t feel comfortable that he started to talk as if we were still the same friends from the old days.

         “No man, it’s still there. Only Hajj Ramadan has retired,” he said switching back to English.

         “How do you know that?” I asked and thought that perhaps he had already been back to Lebanon.

         “I am kept informed, man!” he said and went on giving me recent news about people I used to know.

         “Yes, fine!” I interrupted him. “What time do you expect to be at Heathrow?”

         “One o’clock,” he said and went on repeating: “Goddamit man, I am talking to you from America!”

         “Fine, I’ll meet you in Arrivals!” I said hastily trying to end the call.

         “We’ll see you man!” he replied with a full-of-happiness tone of voice.

         Now I can no longer wait for the day of the 27th, I thought putting the receiver down. But I was not sorry. Deep down I had known that anticipating that day was merely an attempt to think of something complete in my life.

         I have always yearned for completeness, complete projects, and complete journeys, and as I grew to look at it in an abstract form, complete circles too. It is all quite understandable, given that I have never completed anything in my life. Since as far back as I can remember, everything that I have done or tried to do has been half finished. In recent years I have had a half relationship with a woman, no more than part-time jobs, and I have abandoned my PhD. Thinking about things now, just after I received that call from Ali, I realised that even the chosen topic of my dissertation reflected my obsession with completion.

         It was on the Palestinian refugees in Lebanon, and it was meant to depict the end of one state and the beginning of another for a generation of that community. I wanted to show how, due purely to changes in social circumstances, Palestinians had managed to move from the state of an underclass, to which they as refugees had been doomed, to a state in which, socially, if not legally or politically, they were considered middle class. I was particularly excited about it because the emphasis was more on the end than the beginning. But naturally, I didn’t complete it. It was one of the things that I really wanted to complete for different reasons, one of which was to spite those who had tried to stop me. At one time I actually vowed to do so as a way of revenge.

         When I had decided on this topic I knew that writing such a dissertation might annoy some Palestinians, but I never expected to be ambushed and beaten. Three students who belonged to an organisation that called itself “The Campaign for the Right of Return” attacked me as I was leaving the School of Oriental and African Studies late one evening, just before the Christmas break. To be fair, they had tried to reason with me at first. They came to see me twice and tried to convince me that such a dissertation could serve nobody but those who didn’t want to recognise our people’s rights.

         I was sitting in the Student Union bar when they came to see me the first time. Standing in front of my table, they politely introduced themselves and asked me if we could have a chat. At the beginning I thought they wanted to recruit me into their organisation. I couldn’t help feeling surprised. I had never been a member of any organisation or group, nor did I think that any organisation or group would want me to be a member of theirs. What on earth can I offer such people, least of all the “Right of Return” organisation? I thought they were in for a shock the moment they knew my views on the right of return and any such stupidities, and I couldn’t help feeling sorry for them. But it turned out that they were well aware of my views: they had heard from other students about my dissertation.

         “Quite a few Palestinians have been talking about it,” one of them said.

         “Really?” I replied, amazed and happily flattered.

         “Yes!” he said, though he didn’t look in the least impressed.

         They then tried to explain to me that such a dissertation would serve nobody but those who didn’t want to recognise our people’s rights.

         I did not understand whom they meant, but one of them volunteered to spell it out to me: “Our – Zionist – enemy! It would serve nobody but our Zionist enemy!” he said, pronouncing every word distinctly.

         “Our Zionist enemy!” I exclaimed and burst out laughing.

         They were surprised and annoyed and one of them shouted at me: “What’s so funny? Do you think this is funny?”

         “No! No!” I hastened to reply, trying to stifle the laughter that had taken hold of me. “It’s just I haven’t heard this expression for a long time!”

         “What?” he shouted at me.

         “Our Zionist enemy!” I repeated and couldn’t help laughing again. I actually kept repeating these words “Our Zionist enemy”, and laughing, which was embarrassing enough to bring our first meeting to an abrupt end. My giggles attracted the attention of other students in the bar and my companions felt awkward and left at once.

         But what made it even more amusing was that I was sitting there laughing with four pints of beer in front of me. You see, when these guys turned up to see me, I thought that since we were going to have a serious talk we must have a drink too. So I went to the bar and bought each of us a pint, but I soon discovered that they didn’t drink.

         “We don’t touch alcohol!” one of them informed me proudly.

         “I see!” I said, and found myself left with four pints waiting to be drunk.

         It was a laughable situation even before they mentioned the words “Our Zionist enemy”, and by the time I had finished the fourth pint this expression had become the funniest joke I had ever heard. They had disappeared from the campus by then, and I thought that I had seen the last of them, but obviously they didn’t want to give up on me so easily.

         Two days later they came back. Wisely, this time we met in the canteen not in the bar. Again they tried to prove to me that my dissertation could do us Palestinians nothing but harm. And though they, wisely too, refrained from using the expression, “Our Zionist enemy”, they did not succeed in changing my mind.

         “Can’t you understand our point?” one of them shouted at me in the voice of a desperate man.

         “I do understand,” I said. Nevertheless I could not accept their argument.

         It was not that they didn’t argue well, it was the rhetoric which they used. Somehow I felt that such rhetoric belonged to a world to which I no longer related. It belonged to the world of the past, which had increasingly been appearing unreal to me and where people as much as politics were merely parts of a chaotic dream. And that was precisely what I tried to explain to them the second time we met.

         “We should be realistic!” I said. “We should be realistic and forget about the idea of the right to return; the only return we should think of is one of a more symbolic value.”

         But I failed to convince them.

         “There’s no point in talking to him,” one whispered to the other two. They rose at once and left. 

         A week later, just before the first term break, they attacked me. It was dark and I couldn’t see their faces but I knew it was them. I thought of reporting them to the police, but then, I asked myself, what would I have told the police? I was attacked because of the subject of my PhD thesis? And how would I have explained it? I didn’t think that the police would have the patience or the sympathy to hear a full explanation. Nobody would, I knew from experience. Explanations of that kind usually took one far away, too far to make sense, even to those who bothered to listen. And probably it was that lack of ability to explain which angered me most and made me vow to complete my dissertation; not only complete it, as I thought to myself in a moment of deep determination, but also to publish it in book form. But I never did finish it. What I didn’t fail to do, however, was to get back at those who attacked me.

         One day I saw one of their posters on the wall of the corridor that led to the Student Union bar. It was a big poster of a map of mandate Palestine and across it there was the crude slogan: “No Return No Peace!” Below it, in the left corner, was the name of the organisation “The Campaign for the Right of Return”. I realised that here was my opportunity to remind them of what I thought of their campaign. Pretending to look at it with great interest, I waited until no one was around, and quickly crossed out the words “the Right of Return”, and wrote just above it in capital letters the word WANKERS. And after a moment of hesitation I added an exclamation mark. I turned and hurried away, thinking to myself that they were bound to blame it on “Our Zionist enemy”.

         
             

         

         I didn’t complete my dissertation, and now, after receiving this phone call from Ali, I see that the story of my remaining here without direct contact with anybody from the past is doomed to be yet another incomplete story. But mine was not the only incomplete story, I said to myself with a tinge of consolation, Ali’s too was no longer the finished story that I had always entertained.

         When Ali left Lebanon seventeen years ago, I, and everybody else who knew him, thought that we would never see him again. He had been an Israeli collaborator, and I thought that he would never return to Lebanon. It was supposed to be a complete story, at least in my mind, that is.

         Before Ali left he knew that the Israelis were about to withdraw from the area, and so he made sure that he fled in time. Nearly a month before the Israelis pulled out, he managed to board a plane to Michigan. The way he used to get there made his story more complete. He didn’t use the usual route, but the exact opposite. He went to Tel Aviv with the aid of some Israeli acquaintances, obtained an American visa and flew from Ben-Gurion Airport on a one-way ticket. The usual route was closed, the American embassy in Beirut was abandoned, and the airport was in ruins.

         He could have travelled through Damascus instead of Tel Aviv, but not without a high risk of being arrested or even shot. The route between our area, which was still under Israeli occupation, and the Syrian border was dominated by different military forces, Syrian, Lebanese and Palestinian, all of which could have arrested Ali for being either an Israeli collaborator or simply a Palestinian, or both. The political situation at that time had reached a level of absurdity that quite often one didn’t know who exactly was fighting whom. For instance, Ali could have been arrested by the Syrian forces, or their Lebanese and Palestinian allies, for being an Israeli collaborator and also for being a supporter of Arafat. Arafat was then – for these forces – as much of an enemy as Israel.

         Ali knew that he had no other choice than Tel Aviv, we all knew it, but nevertheless it was so curious to see a Palestinian travelling abroad through Israel. It looked as if it was a clear sign of the changing times. But over the years, and though I was well aware of the fact that Ali was living in Michigan, I gradually managed to convince myself that he had never gone there, that he had probably stayed in Israel, and that he had been allowed to settle in the same old village from which his parents had escaped during the war of 1948. It felt like it should be the right ending to Ali’s story, the right thing to happen, I thought to myself. And why should Ali and people like Ali not go back there and resume the blocked road of history, I thought to myself at the time, with great enthusiasm. At our second meeting I actually told those buggers from the “Right of Return” organisation about it, but they didn’t understand. One of them thought that I was making fun of them.

         “Are you saying,” he asked me in a sarcastic tone of voice, “that in order for us to achieve our goal of return, we should urge our people to become Israeli collaborators?”

         No, I replied seriously, ignoring his sarcasm, and went on to explain that even for someone like me who believed that Palestinian refugees were as practical as any other people, and perhaps even more so, that they should not waste any opportunity to move on – in my imagination, return was the right ending to the story.

         I made this announcement and looked at their faces, each one in turn, with the hope that I would be met with looks of approval and appreciation. But no, they didn’t seem to understand what I was on about. Nor did they show the slightest interest in further explanation. Nevertheless I thought I must go on explaining. I was excited about that idea and thought it was too good to be left at that. The promised pleasure of articulating it was too tempting for me to fall silent.

         “We ought to be realistic and accept that no actual return could ever take place,” I started saying and went on for no less than ten minutes. To the credit of my three companions, they listened to me patiently.

         “Instead of fooling ourselves into believing in the actual possibility of return,” I went on, “we must look at the notion of return as a symbolic value.”

         I was pleased with the term “symbolic value” so I used it four or five times. For a moment I forgot all about my companions and the ongoing debate and instead thought that such an original idea must have some value, and that perhaps I should have written a long essay on it and got it published in one of those prestigious periodicals. But then I thought that even if I started writing at that very moment, when I was still excited about the idea, I probably would give up before it was finished. My hand would never go anywhere near the conclusion.

         What was more daunting was that the term didn’t seem to have any effect on my three listeners. The only thing which actually caught their attention was my earlier statement that we ought to be realistic and forget about an actual return. It seemed that all through my ten minutes’ talk they were waiting for me to finish so that they could respond to this very claim.

         “Why is it not realistic to demand the right of return?” one of them asked.

         I tried to answer him but it seemed that he meant it as a rhetorical question. For without giving me a chance to reply he went on: “Why is it realistic for the Jews to return after two thousand years and it’s not realistic for us to return after only fifty years?”

         “Have you read Dr Abu Fatta’s book on the subject?” asked another and it seemed that it was yet a further rhetorical question, for he soon went on to quote experts and cite surveys which supposedly proved that there was nothing unrealistic about the idea of the right of return.

         He looked very pleased with himself, but I didn’t really give any consideration to his quotations and surveys. I was upset that none of them had shown enough appreciation of what I was trying to explain, especially the term “symbolic value”, and I decided to dismiss whatever they had said as sheer rhetoric.

         “Surveys are rubbish,” I said. “Any idiot can make a survey in which he could prove anything he wanted. The whole business of surveys springs from a culture that has very little in common with the culture to which you are trying to apply it.”

         I went on instructing them in a highly patronising tone: “No survey could ever be entirely objective even if it was sincerely conducted for the sole purpose of objective knowledge.”

         “But Dr Abu Fatta proves that,” the second one replied but I interrupted him saying that Dr Abu Fatta knew shit and went on explaining how truth was determined by cultural context.

         “What seems to be an objective truth for you might be considered by the Israelis as sheer propaganda!” I said, and grinned in a way that implied that they still had a lot to learn.

         And it worked. They were offended.

         “Only a traitor would dare to say what you are saying!” said the first.

         “You have no right to speak on behalf of our people,” added the second.

         “If I were in your place I would have certainly kept my views to myself,” the first warned me.

         “This kind of talk leads to harm,” the second one said in a threatening voice.

         But I ignored him. I actually ignored the two who were talking and looked at the third character who had remained silent all through the meeting. I hoped to hear him say something different, something intelligent and subtle. To be honest, I was still hoping that he would be the one who would show some consideration for my idea of return as a symbolic value. I thought perhaps that the third one must have chosen to keep silent out of admiration for the originality of my opinion. He must have realised that I was expecting him to say something in my favour. But he didn’t, he just gave me a look of contempt, and when nobody was saying anything he stood up, with that look of contempt still on his face, turned and walked away. The other two followed him without hesitation.

         
             

         

         Thinking back now, after I have just received that call from Ali, I realise that it was also something to do with accent. For when I looked at the third fellow, I wasn’t only expecting him to say something positive about my idea of “symbolic return”, but also to hear him, to hear his accent. Deep down I was hoping that he would speak with the same accent as mine. One of the reasons why I didn’t take his two friends seriously was not only because of what they were advocating, but also because of their accent. It was the accent which made me feel that we came from two different societies and that what they were saying might have applied to them, but not to me. Unlike Ali and me, and generally people like us who had managed to move from the camp to the city, the three students from the “Right of Return” organisation, or at least the two who were talking to me, spoke with the accent of those who had remained in the camp. In my mind that was the accent of people who were cut off from the world to the extent that they were incapable of being in the least realistic. And that was probably why I started my discussion with them by saying that we must be realistic. I must have assumed, the moment that I heard their accent, that they were going to say something totally unrealistic.

         Now, after I have spoken to Ali, I can fully understand how accent might have influenced my reaction to those guys. For example, when Ali said in what sounded like a heavy American accent, “Goddamit man! It’s me, Ali!” I couldn’t help replying: “If you are really Ali why the hell are you speaking like that?”

         I knew he was speaking from America, and it didn’t take me more than a few seconds to remember that he had been living there for the last seventeen years. Yet I was annoyed to hear him speaking English with an American accent. And he must have noticed that straight away, for he immediately switched to Arabic. To my relief, and surprise, he spoke it with the same accent that he had seventeen years ago. The English, with the heavy American accent, seemed to have little effect on the way he spoke Arabic.

         Yes, it was the accent, I thought after I received Ali’s call. The accent of someone who was so flexible and so smooth that after seventeen years he made me recall exactly how things happened; of George and Maher, of himself – Ali – and me, the four of us sitting in Ramadan Cafe.

         Yes it must be the accent, I kept saying to myself as if I was trying to convince myself of that. But then I found myself doubting again. I wondered whether that was enough to make me revive the whole past, which to my surprise, I somehow managed to do. The fact that I came to be so distinctly aware of the reality of individual events and persons, was not the same as knowing for sure that the whole past was real. It must have been something else, I thought. It must have been the fact that this phone call wasn’t only from Ali, but from Ali who had been living in America for the last seventeen years, and now he was going back. It was from someone whose life could no longer be treated as a complete story.

         Yes, now I can see it exactly, I said to myself, and I was so excited that I couldn’t sit still. I thought I would have to go out for a drink, or a walk in the park. This, I thought with increasing excitement, was an original idea, which I had to think through calmly and perhaps write down as an essay or even a small book. I sat at my kitchen table and started to outline the intended essay:

         It’s a life of a person (Ali) who has been living for seventeen years in a widely stretched world (America) and therefore it cannot be summarised or related in a linear narrative. And that’s what makes Ali’s life real, and what must have made the past itself reappear so real (at least to me). But how, the question is, could Ali’s life in America make the past reappear as real? Here comes the role of the third important fact: Ali’s return to a world of the past. By virtue of his life, which couldn’t be summarised or related in the form of a linear narrative, Ali manages to enable the past world to acquire some of the characteristics of the real world, and to reappear as such.

         I went on rationalising it in this manner. But the more I wrote the less thrilled I became, and by the time I stopped writing I felt sad. I felt sad and frightened. For I could no longer resign myself to the idea that the past was unreal. Now the past had regained an appearance of reality, I thought to myself, and soon an image of Ali, George, Maher and me, the four of us, appeared, sitting at a table in our familiar corner in Ramadan Cafe.

         
             

         

         It must have been some time towards the end of 1982 or the beginning of 1983. We would sit there, talking and smoking, and sipping tea and coffee, till late evening or even midnight, ignoring the fact that there was a curfew. Ali was the centre, playing a vital role in bringing, and keeping, all of us together. For George, Maher and I really had very little in common apart from Ali’s friendship. George and Maher despised one another’s views and convictions, and I had none.

         George at the time was totally absorbed by the philosophy of Heidegger, and he thought that Maher’s understanding of things was the result of the crude reasoning one might expect from a Marxist. Maher, on the other hand, considered himself a political activist, and thought that George was no better than any petit-bourgeois intellectual who hid from the reality of conflict, or class struggle, as he used to call it, behind a foggy philosophy.

         “Fog! Fog!” Maher used to shout out every time George talked about Dasein and “Being-in-the-world”. The funny thing is that every time Maher shouted out “Fog! Fog!” the owner of the cafe, Hajj Ramadan, shouted back from his usual corner, “No politics please!”

         For Hajj Ramadan believed that every disagreement between us must have been a disagreement over politics. He forbade people from talking politics in his cafe, though of course he himself never stopped talking politics. Everybody in Lebanon talked politics, and yet at the same time everybody said that there was no use in talking politics.

         George and Maher never agreed with one another. As for me, I never sided with either of them. In fact I had very little interest in what they said. Sometimes I listened out of sheer courtesy, but once the debate became serious and too focused I would stop listening and instead start thinking of somebody else, mostly of Amina.

         In those days I was haunted by the image of my sister Amina. She had died ten years earlier, but I couldn’t get over my memory of her. It often distracted me and made me unable to talk or listen to other people, and that was probably why both George and Maher paid very little attention to what I thought and believed. Actually there were times when they looked at me as if they were looking at an empty chair. When Ali wasn’t there they seemed to hold themselves back from having one of their heated debates. For I often failed to be the worthy audience that they needed in order to have such a debate. It was Ali whom they used to address. He was the best audience they could have hoped for, curious and attentive but never intrusive. He was close to each of them individually, and each thought that he was on their side, and that was what made the debate more exciting for them. Ali pretended to appreciate the depth of George’s thoughts, and at the same time he gave Maher the impression that he was just like him, waiting for that revolution whose imminent arrival Maher kept heralding. As for his attitude towards me, he never bothered to pretend. I neither expected him to agree nor even to listen to what I had to say. We were not very close, but our friendship went back years before we knew George and Maher. We were at school together, and together we started smoking, first cigarettes and later joints, and then we started taking pills. Our friends, especially George and Maher, were shocked to know that we took drugs, but we didn’t care. We actually tried to encourage them to try them themselves. We enjoyed them and were a bit surprised at how few of our friends took them. Yet whenever we were told off, we used to claim that it was “the situation” that made us need them so badly.

         “The situation, you know,” Ali and I used to say, “the civil war, and chaos and Israeli occupation!”

         “The situation, you know!”
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