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            The Flood

            Hosh Hanna and Aleppo—January 1907

         

         The village of Hosh Hanna was completely silent when the storm hit and the Great Flood rose.

         Within a few short hours, the houses of the small village were destroyed, its inhabitants drowned in their rags. No one survived apart from Shaha Sheikh Musa, wife of Zakariya Bayazidi, and Mariana Nassar. The two women clung to the trunk of a walnut tree caught between the iron columns of the lighthouse that guided boats through the depths of the river. Some fishermen rescued them and took them to a house in a nearby village, and by dawn, everything had quieted down.

         Before Mariana Nassar lost consciousness, she saw the bodies of her mother, her father, and her four brothers and sisters floating on the surface of the river alongside others she recognized: her neighbor and her six children, the rest of her impoverished neighbors. She saw the corpse of Yvonne’s fiancé—the girl was currently in Aleppo having her wedding dress made, oblivious to the rumors that her betrothed had deflowered her in his father’s mill. The village priest was smiling as usual, and next to him was Hanna’s son, not yet four years old, and his mother Josephine Laham, gripping him tightly. Their bodies rose and fell with the waves as if they were dancing.

         Mariana had known most of the drowned. They were her students, her neighbors, family friends from the neighboring villages, her own friends. All the corpses passed by her. An entire life was buried in the river, and she wasn’t certain she had survived herself. She closed her eyes in surrender, praying desperately to Jesus as she held on to the sturdy tree trunk caught in the lighthouse. She noticed Shaha next to her, clutching the body of her son to her chest. Later, the fishermen would succeed in extracting him from her arms only after a struggle.

         Mariana saw cooking pots and rugs and beds, shards of large ceramic water pots mixed with roof timber, mirrors, bridal trunks, and other things she couldn’t make out. Seared on her memory was the image of Shaha grabbing hold of her dead son when the waves tossed him near her, and the smile of the priest who had dedicated his last sermon to defending the honor of Yvonne and her fiancé, “the eternal lovers,” as the fellahin of Hosh Hanna called them.

         Zakariya Bayazidi and his friend Hanna Gregoros arrived in the afternoon after hearing news of the disaster. When the destroyed village appeared in the distance, they were horrified. Shaha was unconscious when he found her, and Zakariya couldn’t believe that she was still breathing. Their son’s body lay curled up in her lap, and they were still clinging to each other. Hanna was utterly stupefied—he thought for a moment that he had lost the power of speech. One of the fishermen led him down a narrow, debris-filled lane to the body of his wife, Josephine. She was paler than she had been in life, her lips closed like all the dead, and his son was next to her, rigid, his stomach distended like a waterskin.

         Hanna trudged back along the river road, a familiar route. He stepped over the corpses of cows, sheep, and people. He climbed the long staircase to his room built a short distance away, and from the broad window he looked out over his village, transformed into silt and the remnants of things. There was no longer anything blocking his view over the remote distances. The river, which he knew so well, ran along as it had for eternity, demure and quiet, as if it hadn’t done anything at all. The sunlight glittered on its surface like golden coins.

         He reflected that once again he was alone, without a family. Entertainment and pleasure had saved him and Zakariya. If they had delayed their visit to the citadel with their friends, they would now be two bloated corpses reeking of mass death, that fetid smell that he would later try and fail to describe. He could not forget Mariana’s words when she told him that Josephine had been terrified as her soul rose to Heaven, raising her hand and clutching at the air while her other hand gripped her son tightly. She had plunged into the river and resurfaced more than once before she drowned and became a corpse, meek and smiling, just as she had been when she arrived at Hosh Hanna for the first time and all the fellahin of the village saw her get down from the carriage. When Hanna insisted on asking Mariana about their last moments, all she said was that drowned people’s features disappear, and they don’t look at all like the other dead.

         Hanna felt as if he were caught on a shadowy horizon, hearing the bones of perished beings shattering under his feet. Zakariya couldn’t bear to see his friend so frightened, so he acted decisively. He arranged the village graveyard anew with the help of the fellahin from the neighboring villages, and he buried most of the bodies that the river had spat out onto its banks. He still knew them, even though their features were distorted. He knew their scars, the color of their eyes. He buried an intimate part of his life in their graves.

         The graveyard was a vision of horror to Zakariya and Hanna as they looked at it from the window of Hanna’s room. The graves of the Christians were lined up neatly next to the graves of the Muslims, and the graves of the unknown and the strangers were in a third orderly row. Other graves were left open to receive any corpses that the river had swept away to distant villages. The fellahin had spent three days digging graves according to instructions from Zakariya, who at that moment had no thought for anything other than burying the dead. He kept repeating that the dead would turn into a plague before long. He buried more than 150 bodies and was never truly rid of their cold touch and the smell. He hadn’t known that the scent of death hangs in one’s clothes, and that burial wasn’t the least arduous task, as it had seemed to him when he was giving orders to the fellahin to dig the graves and sending someone to call a sheikh and a local priest to complete the requisite rites. The priest and the sheikh arrived, and both refused to pray over the unknown corpses, or those with features too distorted to be recognized. The sheikh said that it wasn’t permitted to bury a person in the Islamic way or pray over their body if that person might be Christian, and the priest agreed—they had to confirm the religion of the body. But Zakariya went on burying them all in his own way, without bothering to pray over them, repeating that the dead lost their religious affiliations and became creatures without an interest in the affairs of Heaven.

         It was ten days before Zakariya finished burying the bodies. He sat on the steps of Hanna’s room and heard his friend sobbing. Exhausted, he reflected on their former lives. It was no consolation for him to see his sixty horses return—their ancestry had been lost when their pedigrees were drowned. They had come back to gather at the site of their stable, where only some wooden fragments and empty stone troughs remained.

         Zakariya prepared two horses to pull the carriage and set off with Mariana Nassar and Shaha—but only after extracting a promise from Hanna that he would join them in Aleppo within a few days. Zakariya didn’t look back when the carriage pulled away from the place that used to be known as Hosh Hanna. He wanted to forget the village that had become a graveyard. His horses ran behind him with bowed heads, dejected to be leaving behind the riverbank and their obliterated stables.

         Zakariya couldn’t make sense of the loss of his only child. He spent the whole journey in heavy silence and didn’t reply when Shaha told him that the noise was hurting her. Before the flood, when she would lie naked beside him on the bed, she would ask him to close the curtain when the dawn’s light pierced their window, saying that it wounded her. They lived, before the flood, in the certainty that everything would be all right, that they would have children who would inherit a love of horses, and who would be wounded by invisible things like light, air, and sound. But now, after the flood, they entered Zakariya’s family home in the new quarter of Aleppo like a pair of orphans. They couldn’t explain what had happened, neither to Zakariya’s father, Ahmed Bayazidi, nor to his sister Souad, who knew that the flood hadn’t just taken the son of her brother and his wife; it had also destroyed their passion and their love for each other. She said to her father, “We have to get used to them being ghosts, two invisible people.” Her father didn’t understand. He encouraged her to persuade her brother to open an ‘aza and go to Hosh Hanna to bring back Hanna. Leaving him alone with the dead meant he would disappear like withered rose petals.

         Zakariya left the business of caring for the horses to his groom Yaaqoub, who was already responsible for his second stable in the village of Anabiya. He didn’t reply to Yaaqoub’s question about recovering the pedigrees and paid no attention when Yaaqoub said, “What are the horses worth without a record of their bloodline?” When Zakariya returned to his room in his family’s house at night, Shaha was asleep. He sat next to her on the sofa and looked at her for a long time. She had changed considerably. Surely it wasn’t possible that witnessing death could turn you into another being within a few hours? Her laughing eyes were hollowed out, transformed into two pits of clotted blood. Her chest rose and fell with her agitated breathing, her lips clamped shut as if she were afraid that river water might leak in. Her large moist nipples had shrunk, and the gorgeous valley between her breasts had become a shadowless pit. He had never seen her like this before. Never again would she scold him for his frequent trips with Hanna in search of pleasure and women and card tables. She wouldn’t laugh coquettishly when he calmly replied that horses love women and gambling and fun, pointing out, “You won’t find purebreds in the houses of the frightened, or the misers, or the moneylenders.” She used to conclude their little flirtation by asking him to describe the women whom the horses loved so much—but now she had surrendered to the image of death.

         Shaha hadn’t understood the relationship between horses and moneylenders in the early days of their marriage, but she liked the idea of it. She thought that pleasure and entertainment were the kind Zakariya had introduced her to. When he saw her one night in the house of her brother Arif, she stole his heart with her slim figure and large eyes. Zakariya fell in love on the spot and exchanged some lingering glances with her, and later he whispered a plea to an intoxicated Hanna to make the marriage proposal for him. Arif burst out laughing when Hanna told him gravely that he was asking for Shaha’s hand on behalf of Zakariya. Arif went out of the salon where his guests usually gathered, bringing his sister with him. He asked her, “Do you accept Zakariya, that outrageous wanton?” She said, smiling, “Yes.” He went on, “You have to know he is utterly shameless and a complete buffoon. He has no respect for married life and will betray you with the first woman he trips over on the road to Afrin.” She repeated her answer: “Yes, I will marry him.” Arif had no idea what he was supposed to do in moments like this. He walked to the cupboard, took out his rifle, and fired a shot into the air. Then he sent for Mala Mannan to record all the terms of the dowry and marriage contract, and no one disputed any of the details.

         Hanna felt that this novel event merited drunkenly staggering to his feet in the middle of the party and taking some gold liras out of his leather zunnar to present to Shaha as a wedding gift. Everything was very simple and joyful—“wonderful,” as Shaha described it. Arif didn’t care about the objections of his wider family, who would have preferred a Kurdish groom for the daughter of Sheikh Musa Agha. He didn’t stint his sister and put on a lavish wedding for her, where he danced and flattered both Ahmed Bayazidi and Souad (whom he privately called “arrogant”). Souad was no more pleased by her brother’s improvised wedding than she was by his marrying a girl from the countryside, even if she was the daughter of an agha, but the happiness of the bride and groom was enough to defer her criticisms. She knew, deep down, that this marriage was a declaration of Zakariya’s permanent separation from his family. He couldn’t care less what his relatives would say and delegated the task of informing them to his father who, for his part, was delighted. Shaha belonged to a large and powerful family, and by marrying her, Zakariya had put an end to his father’s constant fear that he would be ensnared by one of those prostitutes at the citadel, whose shamelessness and licentiousness were the stuff of legend across the city.

         After the wedding, which continued for three days, the married couple left Sharran trailed by large carriages crammed with gifts: rugs of virgin wool, embroidered cushion covers, Kurdish carpets made specially for Shaha’s jihaz many years before, enormous copper cooking pans, and earthenware jars of goat cheese, olive oil, and cured meats, plus small things that Zakariya hadn’t seen yet like Shaha’s anklets and a heavy necklace of pure gold. And there was a carriage just for the married couple, pulled by a black purebred stallion that Arif had gifted to his friend and brother-in-law.

         On their way to Hosh Hanna, Shaha said to Zakariya that she had loved him since she first saw him three years before. She used to look out for him among her brother’s ever-present guests, and she could relate many stories about the moments he came to light. She said that she had put compresses on his forehead one day two years earlier when he had been struck with a fever. On that night of revelry, Arif had gathered his many friends for a party to mark the end of the olive harvest. In actual fact they were celebrating many things that had happened that year, most important of which was the return of his father’s library to its rightful place, and the reconciliation that had at last taken place between Arif and his uncle, who had struck Arif with his shoe in front of a servant and called him ignorant after learning that he had sold the library to an Englishman who perpetually wandered the region that extended from Kilis to the Cathedral of St. Simeon Stylites in the company of an interpreter. This Englishman was interested in the theater of Nabi Houri, the ruins of the destroyed temples and churches in Barad, and the villages of Mount Simeon. Arif had regained the library only after great exertion. He had traveled to Aleppo, where the Englishman was staying in a residence belonging to the English consulate, and he ended up paying substantially more than what he had been given for it. Leaders of Arab tribes and Kurdish aghas mediated on his behalf and succeeded in striking a bargain for the return of the library, which was still in trunks, waiting to be sent to London. But three ancient texts written in Kurdish were missing, the most important a manuscript of Mem and Zin copied by Abdel Latif Bihzad, an adherent of the work’s original author, the Sufi poet Ahmed Khany.

         The library was welcomed home with a raucous celebration. Munshidun recited the odes of Ahmed Khany and Mala Jaziri for three days straight. Arif’s uncle and Mala Mannan examined the books that Arif’s Ethiopian servant, Mabrouk, had reordered and returned to their original places. Despite mourning the loss of the three unique texts, they were satisfied that the library was once again where it belonged: in the house built on a hill within Arif’s estate known as Grandfather’s House. It was an isolated residence composed of two spacious rooms that overlooked his vast olive groves.

         At that party, Zakariya drank a lot of arak. By the end of the night, he was exhausted and suffering from sharp stomach cramps; his forehead was sweating, and his body wouldn’t stop convulsing. Arif summoned a doctor from Azaz, but it didn’t take much effort on his part to diagnose Zakariya’s condition. He said that Zakariya had drunk like a mule, and his malady was just a fever that would necessitate complete rest and a few compresses soaked in an herb tisane. Arif conveyed Zakariya to a large room in Grandfather’s House and instructed Shaha to change his compresses. She was delighted with this task—to find herself so close to him that their breaths mingled. When the servant Mabrouk went to bring the firewood brazier, she seized her opportunity. She looked at Zakariya for a long time, she inhaled him slowly, she took hold of his fingers and rubbed them, she wiped his forehead with her palm, and when he opened his eyes, he saw her as an angel hovering overhead. Just then the servant Mabrouk returned with the wood, setting it in the brazier. Shaha was embarrassed, rose from her place, and left, but she lingered at the door to smile at Zakariya.

         The road to their house in Hosh Hanna was filled with Shaha’s skillful storytelling. Half an hour before they arrived at the village, he pinched her breast. She leaned against him and said that his scent was what had caused her desire for him. Smirking, he asked, “What else apart from that?” She replied, laughing and reaching coyly toward his sex, “Don’t you know that scent pierces my heart?” It was the first time she told him about the invisible things that wounded her.

         A year after their marriage, her happiness was overflowing. She joined in telling stories and daydreams, and Zakariya loved her generosity and her creativity when it came to lovemaking. He was constantly surprising her, and she responded enthusiastically to his imagination, and to his peculiar tales of horses and women that he brought back from his trips with Hanna, her brother Arif, and the rest of their companions, all of whom adored uproarious parties at the citadel. Arif was the most resplendent of all the visitors there, obediently losing everything he won throughout the days of his visit. He would say that the gambler was a creature of eternal loss, and he liked this phrase so much he would reformulate it and repeat, “Gambling is eternal losing.” Then he would roar with laughter, as always, and add, “A winner is a cowardly gambler and should be ashamed.”

         Zakariya and Shaha led a cheerful life in the few years before the flood. Whenever he went away with Hanna, he missed her. She enchanted him. She wasn’t hostile toward the citadel, she didn’t ask him to remain at her side, but after his marriage he didn’t waste much time in the city. Leaving Hanna drunk in one of the many houses they were both familiar with in every city, he would depart at dawn and return to her weighed down with gifts and desires. She loved it when he called her by the names of his horses, and his trade expanded considerably when he added nine purebred Arabian stallions to his stable. A traveling broker had displayed them to him, saying that he was selling them on behalf of the sheikh of a large tribe who didn’t want to give his name. Zakariya, who knew everything about the horses of his region, had dispatched his groom to the sheikh, who was staying in Khan Al-Wazir during his visit to Aleppo. Without mincing words, the groom had asked the sheikh if it was true he wanted to sell his nine horses, swearing to keep his secret. On receiving an affirmative reply, they had agreed on a price and the agent’s percentage, and the sheikh had surrendered the horses’ deeds. Zakariya never forgot the moment they made their grand entrance. He had long dreamed of the day that such horses would be in his stable to fill out its shortcomings and make it into one of the most important in the whole Vilayet of Aleppo. Horse traders made a beeline for him, and so did Bedouin sheikhs who loved horses, princes of distant regions, and foreign hobbyists who couldn’t believe this outstanding collection could be found in a single place—and enjoying such a high degree of care. Their mangers were spotless, their saddles were hung on designated hooks like new clothes for Eid, and the spurs had the pleasant smell of gazelle leather. The stable was always clean, as the four grooms (who would also drown in the flood) used to take it in turns to mix the dung with straw and muck out every six hours. The horses drank water from huge copper basins inlaid with tin, just like rich people in the city. A long passageway separated the stables and the horses’ overnight shelter from the large office. Composed of several rooms, its walls were filled with walnut cabinets, and lined up on the shelves of these cabinets, the complete files archived in a single register, were the biography and the bloodline of each horse, which Zakariya had delighted in writing out in his splendid calligraphy. Alongside this was a special cabinet where the pedigree of every horse was arranged, written on gazelle leather, signed and witnessed by seven people of good standing. (According to custom, Zakariya had memorized the lineage of the horses.) There was also a guesthouse attached to the stables, which had been expanded several times over ten years. And in the stables in Anabiya he kept several rare horses for breeding and crossbreeding. Everything was overseen by Yaaqoub, the most experienced groom in the region.

         On their first night back in the family home, Zakariya sat on the sofa all night, watching Shaha as she drowned in uninterrupted nightmares. She had lost her magic; she had aged suddenly. He had always believed that coming back to the family home was a bad sign, a man losing his dream, especially if the place was tumbledown, dripping with the chronic illnesses of its elderly inhabitants, stinking of rot from being crammed full of old furniture and his father’s detested files.

         After the departure of Zakariya, who considered his friend’s conversation about regret to be an evil omen, Hanna woke at dawn. He didn’t want to think about his new life; instead, he let it seep away into the river that he had begun to see as a river that was new every moment. He brightened at the thought that he required very little: just a couple of cotton thobes and some garments he could gather in a single bag if he wanted to leave suddenly. Gone was his wardrobe of sumptuous English suits and European hats, custom-made shoes and perfumes and rich objects that reeked of his adoration of the good life—all drowned. He thought that the Lord wanted him to have a new life, one he could touch with his hand and heart. Hanna resolved not to regret anything he did from then on. Nothing would go back to the way it was, no matter how many times Zakariya said it; he himself was wagering that Hanna wouldn’t be able to bear living among the meek, those who feared a bit of frivolity.

         Hanna wouldn’t listen to his friends who came from villages and cities, near and far, to assist and condole with him. They brought carts loaded with provisions for hundreds: clothes, cured meats, lambs, cages filled with chickens, bottles of wine and cognac, excellent tobacco, and money. Hanna was silent, wouldn’t reply to any questions, and rebuffed all condolences. After a few weeks he refused to receive any of them. In his room, he pondered the meaning of death by drowning and wouldn’t allow the gifts to be brought in. He asked his servant to bring everything to the caretaker of the church in the nearest village so he could distribute it among the few families that had stayed by the river. He begged Zakariya to tell their friends not to bring him anything else, as he already had everything he needed: olive oil, a little bulgur wheat, and some dried vegetables. But their friends wouldn’t allow him to turn into a vagrant (or an imbecile, as they termed it), an ascetic who had renounced property and uproarious living. Everything could be replaced as long as there was still the thousands of dunums of his fertile lands, the olive groves that extended for great distances over the territory of Anabiya, as well as his great citadel and its gardens of 129 dunums planted with all types of trees, the khans in the souq, and the four splendid houses in Aleppo, only half a day’s journey from this one-room dwelling, which, as he kept informing everyone, was more than sufficient for him.

         Hanna felt like the flood hadn’t just drowned his wife and son; it had drowned all his sordid and riotous past, his entire life. A desire welled up inside him for a new one. An image came back to him of Father Ibrahim Hourani, the itinerant priest who came to Aleppo every now and then and stayed in a large room attached to the Syriac Catholic Church. Hanna would greet him silently at Sunday mass, which he was assiduous in attending, compelled as he was to prove that he was still Christian and had not converted to Islam, as the rumors went. Once Father Ibrahim had blocked Hanna’s path and told him, “You won’t feel the power of weakness until you fall to the lowest point.” At the time, he had no idea why this man, so venerated by the other worshippers, had stopped him. Hanna didn’t leave the church after the prayers were over. He went to see Father Ibrahim, who took him by the arm, and together they went out into the city’s streets. They sat in a nearby coffeehouse, and Father Ibrahim told Hanna that he had known his father Gabriel Gregoros very well. He had lived his entire life in fear of being massacred, of being forced to abandon his religion and convert to Islam. To be safe, he hid the money for the jizya tax in a place no one knew apart from Ahmed Bayazidi, despite Sultan Abdel Majid’s Imperial Reform Edict of 1865, which relieved non-Muslim citizens of the Ottoman Empire from paying the jizya. Gabriel hadn’t believed that he would never pay the jizya again and lived his whole life resigned to the imminence of his death, so when the massacre took place, he was expecting it.

         Continuing to address Hanna, who was unusually submissive, Father Ibrahim said, “You are not like your father, but you will gradually transform into an exact copy of his original, and your wicked soul won’t be saved unless you sink to the very lowest point and realize that everything you have ever done in your life has been mere meaningless ignominy.” Hanna asked for his address, and Father Ibrahim replied quietly, “You may consider me a person with no address. I walk this earth in constant anticipation of my death.” He wouldn’t permit Hanna to question him further. He rose smiling and left him alone, turning onto the street that led back to the church.

         “This is the lowest point that Father Ibrahim was talking about,” Hanna said to himself. He felt that life was passing before him, slow, pleasant, and lightened of material things. Death was treading lightly alongside, invisible, reaching out his hand to help if life stumbled. Hanna left his room at dawn, walking slowly over the flat ground that used to be the village his father had founded more than thirty years earlier, which he named in honor of his youngest son. Hanna wished it would fall into oblivion forever, he didn’t want anyone to remember it, he wanted to go back to the image of the world as it was first created. He felt himself to be a child, reborn into another life without a past. He was a blank page expelling a memory, burdened down with the uproar and gaiety and pain of an entire life that was over now. Then he felt guilty and longed for his son and the face of the gentle wife who had endured a life with him. From the first day of their marriage, Josephine had never depended on his presence in their family life. She had gifted him to the distant wilds and the citadel of Shams Al-Sabah, with its endless caravan of women selling pleasure, with its troupes of musicians who played for days without stopping at the command of a party of landowners passing a winter immersed in gambling, with its sumptuous feasts prepared by Aleppan cooks who were adept at catering to the tastes of the little group that Hanna and Zakariya presided over. They would invite women from Aleppo, Damascus, and Beirut who had been hand-selected by a group of pimps throughout the year. In mid-December, the women would arrive at the citadel on the small hill overlooking the ruins of Barad, accompanied by trunks of sumptuous, exorbitantly expensive clothes, all paid for by the men. They were spread out among the chambers of the citadel and would wander half-naked through the passageways, the large salon, the rooms, and the cellars tightly packed with bottles of fine wine and foreign drinks brought back by the men from their trips to Beirut, Baghdad, Damascus, Venice, Paris, Istanbul. They bought the finest alcohol from the Jews in Aleppo and sent it to the cellar of the citadel, whose every detail had been considered and chosen by Shams Al-Sabah herself: feather pillows, embroidered silk sheets, tall copper bedsteads furnished with mattresses of combed wool. She had gone to the trouble of selecting an individual color for the bedcovers in each of the nine rooms. The card table had been imported from London by a Jewish cotton trader from Aleppo. He had intended to open the first casino in Aleppo, only for his plan to fail before it began: the men of religion attacked him in a Friday sermon, and his friend Raoul the goldsmith begged him to abandon his project. The Jewish trader dropped the idea and sold the ebony table to Arif, who donated it to the citadel along with a china service, copper saucepans, and cutlery fashioned from pure, unadulterated silver.

         Shams Al-Sabah didn’t neglect a single detail. She understood that she was there at the pleasure of the elite, who didn’t care what was going on in their vast lands, leaving the communication and defense of their interests with the governing classes to a group of lawyers and politicians. One of the men looking out for them was Ahmed Bayazidi, chief accountant of the Ottoman vali, director of the Ottoman Bank in Aleppo, and the dear friend of Hanna’s father Gabriel Gregoros. Gabriel Gregoros came from a pious family, of which Hanna was the sole survivor. In 1876, every other member of the Gregoros family had been slaughtered at Mardin as punishment for the murder of an Ottoman officer who had tried to rape Hanna’s aunt in broad daylight. The Gregoros family attacked the officer in the souq, dragged him off his horse, killed him, and threw his mutilated body in front of the governor’s headquarters, threatening anyone who assaulted their women with the same fate.

         Even after many years, Hanna’s hatred and resentment for the three officers who had perpetrated the ensuing massacre was undiminished. He managed to have his revenge on two of them, but the third, the leader of the garrison at Mardin, still lived. This man refused to mix with the populace, wore gloves in order not to touch the fingers of those who greeted him, wouldn’t accept gifts from anyone, and never betrayed his wife, who was described as the paragon of beauty by everyone who knew her. And so the battle between the two men remained unfinished. As the years passed, Hanna would convince himself that killing the first two officers had healed his thirst for revenge, and he dismissed the idea of vengeance on the leader of the garrison when he saw an old man getting down from his carriage in front of the vali’s residence in Aleppo.

         And yet the outrage done to his murdered father remained the hardest image in Hanna’s life, and he never forgot it. It kept him awake for long nights. He would choke suddenly in the midst of joy and feel like he was suffocating. During these times, he would hide himself away from his companions, and thoughts of revenge would return in full force. He would imagine extraordinary deaths for this haughty officer. Hanna thought he would order him to eat a sack of salt, or he would drown him in a lake of piss taken from Zakariya’s horses. Hanna wanted him to have a slow death so he could relish it and erase the shame that had accompanied him all his life.

         Unlike this last officer, the other two had been susceptible to Hanna’s stratagems. They had loved parties, and he was able to hunt them down easily by means of a well-known pimp. Hanna paid the pimp a massive sum to lure the officers from Mardin to Aleppo, kill them, and then disappear completely from the territory of the Ottoman Empire.

         The officers died in the house of Nahawand, the most famous courtesan in Aleppo, in the final years of the nineteenth century. She slipped them some poison and made sure they were dead before she and her pimp stole away at dawn in a carriage drawn by four strong horses whose driver knew every back road to the village of Hosh Hanna. Zakariya was waiting for them in Hanna’s room. He paid them a thousand gold liras and arranged for them to travel inconspicuously to Isfahan.

         The day after, Hanna sat on his terrace, gleefully observing the officers’ funeral as it passed by his house in Bab Al-Faraj. It caused him some pain to see Ahmed Bayazidi among the high-ranking officials in the mourning procession as it continued its journey toward the Umayyad Mosque. A few days later Zakariya hired a group of storytellers to circulate tales of the heroism of Nahawand, who had refused to spy on her people for the Sublime Porte, and the utter degradation of the two officers who, so the tale went, were homosexual and had used her house to secretly engage in fornication.

         For several weeks after the funeral, Aleppo closed its doors early in fear of the state’s retribution. Officers burned down Nahawand’s house, which she had sold to a Jewish silk trader. They sought out her relatives but couldn’t find any in the city. Everyone confirmed to the investigator that Nahawand was a Moroccan Jew who had come to the city a few years earlier with an Aleppan husband whose family couldn’t bear her excessive beauty. He was forced to divorce her and marry a relative instead. She reneged on their agreement and stayed in the city, which she loved, and she lived in her pimp’s house in Bahsita. She became famous among the young men of the Jewish upper classes as a coquette who could moan in three languages.

         Hanna wanted to savor his revenge. He went out at night with Zakariya, and they walked the streets. It occurred to them to visit a brothel; they knew most of the ones in Aleppo. Zakariya suggested the secluded house of Um Waheed, located in a side street in the Nayal quarter. They craved the coffee of this kindhearted old woman who had tended to them when they were adolescents. Um Waheed welcomed them with warm kisses and told them the story of the homosexual officers, mocking the men for turning away from the local girls and putting their trust in a Moroccan Jew. Zakariya laughed out loud at hearing his own rumors repeated back to him, and Hanna was relieved to hear that Nahawand had safely left the city. Um Waheed asked Hanna if he would be staying overnight in his room, and she thanked him for the provisions that had continued uninterrupted, when their visits had not. Hanna was in the mood for a light dinner and a glass of wine, but Um Waheed was determined to present the girls she had working for her. (Um Waheed, for her own part, was nearing sixty.) She told the men about Sabah, a charming girl with bad luck who needed someone to look after her and who was moreover proficient in reading and writing in both Turkish and Arabic. Hanna was unprepared for how dazed he felt. He was intoxicated with triumph: later he heard that the story of the adulterous officers had reached all the way to the palace of Sultan Abdel Hamid in Istanbul, who ordered the investigation to be closed, Nahawand’s punishment to be commuted, and the murders of the officers to be made a nonexistent event in the records of the empire.

         Um Waheed knew that Zakariya was there for one girl in particular; with a wink, she dispatched him to the usual room where his favorite was waiting for him. Sabah came in carrying the china for dinner. She was exquisite—no more than sixteen—but Hanna’s mood that night was troubled. He had dinner with Zakariya, who soon left to join his own favorite girls. Hanna promised Um Waheed he would visit again soon and spend the night in her house. Before he could leave, she told him that she wouldn’t let anyone else near Sabah. He kissed her hastily, gave her a short message for Zakariya, and left.

         Suddenly Hanna no longer felt any desire for any of the other girls of the brothels. Zakariya joined him at his house in Bab Al-Faraj at almost ten o’clock that evening. Hanna told him that he had been depressed when he left Um Waheed’s house. Never before had he been so relentlessly assailed by the image of a woman he had seen only for a few moments. Sabah’s innocent face (and her prominent breasts), her white skin, and her small mouth would never leave him. He considered going back to Hosh Hanna. He lay awake until daybreak, ruminating on how he might escape love and bondage, and repeating his favorite saying: “The best women are those you can forget after bedding them.”

         The following morning Zakariya left to inspect his stable at Anabiya; he knew what Hanna was like when he was drowning in delusions of love. Hanna sent his household servant Salih Azizi to Um Waheed with a letter requesting to spend that night at her house. He didn’t delay his appointment, and when he climbed up to the upper room, the women were awaiting his orders on the ground floor. He asked for Sabah, who had known that he would come for her. She sat facing him on the sofa but raised her gaze to him only when he stroked her hand with his fingers. When he asked her about her previous life, she told him that she didn’t know who her family were. She had been found at the gate of the Umayyad Mosque and had spent her childhood in an orphanage. There she had caught the eye of the wife of the head of the vali’s diwan, who brought Sabah to her house. She worked there as a servant for ten years but was forced to leave when the master of the house harassed her. She didn’t give many details of her life; clearly she was the type of girl that Hanna adored: comfortable being silent and asking for nothing more in return. Whores’ stories were all the same anyway, Hanna thought, and they had a long time ahead of them for conversation. Sabah told him she was still a virgin and had refused all of Um Waheed’s clients: she would grant her virginity only to a man she loved.

         Sabah’s voice was quiet, and she had few feminine wiles. She was only a young, terrified girl, on her way to becoming a feebleminded woman looking for a husband in a city that venerated fair skin and broad hips. In this respect she was no different from the many rich Aleppan girls who left their family home only to go to their husband’s. Her sentences were short and direct, and she frequently blamed herself for falling into a bottomless pit she could never escape.

         Hanna made do with kissing her hand and stroking her skin as she spoke. He asked her to change her name from Sabah—which meant “morning”—to Shams Al-Sabah—or “morning sun.” He left her enough money to live on for a few months and easily came to an agreement with Um Waheed. The girl adopted the name Shams Al-Sabah from that night forward, and she began wearing a veil. She no longer sat with the men like the rest of the girls. She had obtained her objective—she would never be made available to clients.

         As Hanna and Zakariya made their way back to Hosh Hanna, they spoke of their citadel, which was becoming clearer and clearer in their minds. “We will build the kingdom of pleasure we’ve always dreamed of,” said Zakariya. Hanna nodded. “And we must build a stage especially for suicides.” They had long discussed this dream, but this was the moment when they began to plan the details. A year earlier they had asked their dear friend Azar to reconsider their old dream, with which he had been familiar, and to help them design a whole citadel dedicated to the art and practice of pleasure.

         Hanna hoped that the citadel would ease his anxiety and interrupt his endless stream of daydreams. In a cheerful tone, Zakariya concluded, “We will print money for our little nation, we will immortalize our memories on silver plates laid side by side in steel boxes, we won’t erase our moments of madness, we won’t live like a couple of misers hoarding gold for our sons to inherit after us. We’ll leave them everything else, but the citadel will be the only place that’s just for us.” Zakariya and Hanna used to say, in all seriousness, that in a hundred years’ time people would come from distant lands to enter the labyrinth of the citadel and try to break the riddle of it all. They were thinking of immortality—they didn’t want to be remembered in history books as pimps for the Ottoman military, as liberators, or even as thinkers but simply as masters of the citadel of pleasure, every detail of which would be recorded in a special register only to be discovered after their deaths.

         Their friend, Azar ibn Hayyim Istanbouli, had completed his studies in architectural engineering in Rome and returned to Aleppo two years earlier. He remembered the conversations about seas of pleasure that were constantly revolving between his friends Zakariya, Hanna, and William Michel Eisa. Even at school, the three of them would take every opportunity between classes to banter and laugh together. Azar used to think they were joking—that the citadel was just another one of their strange fantasies involving women, so he was taken aback when they came to his office in Jamiliyya and asked him to design the citadel, and to begin right away.

         Azar listened as Hanna dictated his dreams slowly and carefully. He turned Hanna’s words and gestures into plans that he was constantly having to revise according to Hanna’s daydreams, which went on for two years. The builders would work all day, hewing arches and huge stones, steadfastly refusing to answer the questions of passersby. Hundreds of laborers and dozens of carts conveyed boulders from the Kurdish mountains to the top of the hill where construction took place. Hanna was determined not to visit the site until the work was completely finished.

         Zakariya felt his friend’s intense passion for the citadel. He left the entirety of the building up to him but gave Azar instructions on the stable that would be attached to it, close to the hill, as well as the larger stable. Zakariya treated Hanna like a younger brother, indulging all his caprices, and Hanna never had to repeat a request. Since childhood, they had kept each other’s secrets, swapping roles and faces when necessary. They had mastered the art of prevarication whenever they faced a rebuke from Ahmed Bayazidi, who always kept an eye on the scandals that were a constant feature of their lives since adolescence.

         Azar begged Hanna not to go too far with his ideas. Stone wasn’t a flexible thing that could be molded however they wished, and the design couldn’t be altered after it was built: the place would be a single entity, like a body. It was designed as a labyrinth, easy to enter and difficult to leave. Curtly, Azar would point out that architecture wasn’t like pouring a glass of wine between a lover’s breasts. He would spend days in his office, listening to Hanna and Zakariya ramble on about pleasure and gambling and death and silver coffins. They spent many nights there, meandering around the large room and giving their thoughts free rein while Azar, knowing their penchant for strange ideas, recorded their conversations.

         One night Hanna came alone and sat down on the sofa. The plans were half-ready. Azar had stopped making suggestions to his friends—he was resigned to their propensity to take things to extremes. But that night Hanna said he agreed with Azar’s idea of a long staircase that wound between four statues of reclining couples in passionate embraces, but at the top of the stairs, he wanted to add one more statue of a woman. Azar didn’t understand what he meant. Musing freely, Hanna described the woman he had in mind. As he spoke, he poured a cup of wine and lay back on the broad sofa. Azar took him aback by saying, “It’s impossible to have a statue of Souad there. It would ruin the aspect.” Hanna fell silent when he heard Souad’s name. He was afraid of slipping into a conversation that would not be to his benefit, knowing as he did the strength of regard that Azar had for his friend Souad. She had cared for Azar like a brother, although she was younger than him, giving him embroidered silk shirts on his birthdays and listening to his worries whenever he needed a shoulder to lean on. Azar was angry that Hanna always ignored her despite loving her to madness; meanwhile William Eisa felt the same anger but encouraged Hanna to fall in love with someone else instead.

         Azar was polite and shy. He didn’t enjoy the raucous pursuits of his three friends, but he kept their secrets. After returning from Rome, he opened the office that his father had worked to establish for him while he was away with the help of the Jewish community in the city. Azar’s place at the architectural college had been made possible through the intercession of Ahmed Bayazidi and the princess, Huda Shamoun, who had good relationships with men of influence. (She had persuaded the Italian consul to offer a full scholarship to a person of talent and formidable intelligence, a person like Azar.) Azar’s family was poor, and his father worked at the Jewish orphanage. He had been one of the few survivors of the 1822 earthquake, in which twenty-five thousand people had been crushed beneath the wreckage of more than half of the houses in Aleppo. Hayyim Istanbouli would often gravely recite the tale of the earthquake and how he met Najib Bayazidi, Zakariya’s grandfather and the father of Ahmed Bayazidi.

         Hayyim, at seven years old, went out of his senses when he saw the corpses of his father, his mother, and his three brothers beside him, all buried under the rubble of the house they had shared with a Muslim family, who had been newly arrived from Beirut and renting a room until they could find somewhere better to live. In the other three rooms, there had lived impoverished families who had been settled there for a long time. None of them had any chance of survival when the earthquake brought their home down on top of them. Hayyim alone was left breathing. He didn’t understand how it had all happened: how the roof had closed in, how the walls had sunk into the ground. Trapped where he was, the child tried to lie down in the narrow space. He would just wait for his mother to get up and wake him for his daily task of going to Sid Ibrahim’s shop in Souweiqa Ali, where he worked as a servant. He passed a disturbed night; the sound of tremors and collapsing buildings was constant. At dawn, he discovered a small opening where the light crept in and crawled toward it. It was just large enough for him to squeeze his small body through, and he emerged out of the ruins. He was amazed at the silence. Hayyim walked all day, watching people who hurried to recover their belongings from their houses and fled toward the gardens that surrounded the city. He reached Bab Al-Hadid Square and spent his first night after the disaster sleeping by the old gateway. In the distance he heard women and children wailing. The weather was summery and the sky was red, and he fell asleep despite being hungry.

         Most of the city’s houses had been leveled. They had either sunk into the ground or caught fire, and caravans of people were moving to the distant gardens and orchards surrounding the city. Hayyim searched for food in the debris and found some cheese, olives, and a piece of dry bread. People were walking past him, paying him no attention. He found himself walking with them toward the city’s outskirts. When they reached the gardens, he realized that the whole city had moved there. He thought everyone was playing; of course his family would get up once the game was over. He walked among the people looking for someone he might recognize, but he was just one of many homeless children. At the end of the day, he fell asleep under a large berry tree. In the morning, he decided he didn’t like the gardens. He got up and walked back along the road he remembered clearly from the day before and found himself once again by the Umayyad Mosque.

         Another child was walking behind him, fussing over his appearance. The child sat down next to Hayyim and asked him about his family. Hayyim tried to move his tongue but couldn’t answer. Najib Bayazidi, Zakariya’s grandfather, was ten years old and the son of a prominent family. He had been separated from his family when, along with thousands of other survivors, they left their house after the first tremors hit the city. Within a few days, Najib Bayazidi and Hayyim Istanbouli were firm friends. Najib led Hayyim to his family home. He still knew the way among the city’s remains. The two children passed through houses that had turned into ruins. The roads were cut off, so they wandered through destroyed streets. They protected each other. They were blinded by intense flashes of lightning, followed by large fires. Najib opened his hands and recited the chapters he had memorized from the Qur’an. “Judgment Day has arrived!” he told Hayyim. Hayyim laughed and told him for the first time that his name was Hayyim Istanbouli and that he was Jewish. He had lost his way home but knew the shop of Sid Ibrahim, the invoice seller in Sweiqa Ali. Najib, seeing flames falling all around and the earth shaking again, repeated that Judgment Day was here. Hayyim asked if Judgment Day was a game that grown-ups played with children. Najib was taken aback at Hayyim’s lack of fear and his utter indifference to what was about to happen to them. He explained that they were on their way to the Day of Reckoning, where they would see God and He would ask them about their deeds. “Relax, we’re going to Heaven,” he promised, kicking Hayyim. But then he realized he didn’t know if Jews went to Heaven, and a thought occurred to him: “You have to be Muslim if you want to get into Heaven with me.” “How do I become Muslim?” asked Hayyim. Najib took hold of his finger, raised it to the sky, and said, “Close your eyes and repeat after me: I testify that there is no God but God and Muhammad is His prophet.” Hayyim obediently repeated the shahada three times. He opened his eyes, and Najib Bayazidi was watching him gleefully. “Now you can come to Heaven with me.” Full of innocence, Hayyim asked, “Do people reach Heaven by sky or by earth?” Najib thought for a moment, looking at the houses sunk deep into the ground. He pointed to one and said, “These special tunnels will bring carriages from the center of the earth to the sky.” For good measure, he added, “Golden carriages, like Raoul the goldsmith’s. Isn’t he your relative?” Hayyim shook his head. He used to see Raoul getting out of his carriage at the synagogue. The rabbi himself would come out to greet him, and the family was spoken about with great respect. Lots of men from the community went to his shop in Khan Al-Wazir when they needed help. Najib nodded to show that he understood and said, “Yes, my father says that he’s a big benefactor among the Jews and pays an enormous jizya.”

         Both children eventually tired and returned to the courtyard of the Umayyad Mosque to sleep. They woke at dawn to the sound of the muezzin reciting prayers. A group of men were exclaiming “Allahu Akbar” and weeping with deep emotion. Their city had been destroyed, and the plague was everywhere. They spoke of divine punishment as they passed close to the two children hiding in their corner. Najid and Hayyim realized they were in a predicament: they had become vagrants mining Aleppo’s ruins for scraps to keep body and soul together. They no longer knew the way back to the gardens of Khan Touman, where the Bayazidi family had gone—they were staying in the small wooden house they had built in their garden while their large house stood empty. The children weren’t too concerned that most of the city had fled; it was fun to spend all day playing and walking through the destroyed streets, and their high spirits never flagged. They observed the destroyed citadel tower and the surrounding buildings that had turned into debris. Soon they stopped counting the number of days they had spent absorbed in their wanderings. They only became worried when they saw the caravans of people coming back, as if the city’s inhabitants were returning from a holiday. Suddenly they registered the immensity of the tragedy, witnessing the continual howls, the sad faces, the sheikhs and priests and rabbis asking for alms, talking about the great plague and the need to burn the bodies so it wouldn’t spread even further. Najib and Hayyim kept wandering through the narrow lanes, which now stank of lime and burned flesh. Finally Najib was able to reach his family home and burst into hot tears when he saw his mother sobbing. Young men, Najib’s relatives, were helping his father to clear the rubble, which was sorely needed, although it was possible to live in what remained of the edifice. Two days later Najib’s father took Hayyim by the hand and led him to the Jewish orphanage where he would live for the rest of his life. He had no one left in the city, and when he grew up, he turned from a resident into an employee, responsible for the kitchen and for recording the charitable gifts of benefactors in a special register.

         The two friends remained close and would reminisce warmly about their explorations in the city’s ruined lanes and recollect their thrilling adventures scavenging for food in the debris. Hayyim couldn’t believe it when he learned that his friend Najib had died from a heart attack before he was sixty-five. They had planned on living a long time, like all the earthquake survivors. But Hayyim’s strong relationship with the Bayazidi family continued through its children, especially Ahmed Bayazidi, who never forgot his duties of visiting Uncle Hayyim to check up on him and caring for Azar, the friend and schoolmate of his own son Zakariya. It caused Ahmed deep pain that Uncle Hayyim died before seeing his son become a great architect. His whole life, Hayyim had been obsessed with avoiding poverty and the smell of the orphanage. His work there helped him to insinuate himself among the great philanthropists by offering them small personal services. With the small sums they gave him in thanks, he was able to buy a spacious house in installments as an office for his son.

         Azar wasn’t pleased to be entangled with the construction of the citadel. He was content practicing his role with architectural rigor and became obsessed with designing huge public places. For a long time, he considered designing an opera house, and a public library: he reflected that Mount Jawshan, overlooking the city, would be an ideal place for this project. But deep down he felt a peculiar pleasure hearing his two friends discuss the platform for committing suicide, and the boxes of cast silver. Their strange ideas kept him awake at night; in particular, he thought long and hard about the labyrinth. He sketched it out several times, relishing the challenge of making it simple to enter the citadel and difficult to leave.

         Many long years later Azar would spend hours reminiscing with his friend Souad about the sleeplessness of those days. He was afraid for his friends, concerned that they were planning their own suicides. Hanna’s tales of chivalry among the lost and the bankrupt meant nothing to him. Hanna would recount these stories with relish, enthusiastically relating the story of an agha who had inherited a large village beside Maabtaly from his father. He changed its name to Medinat Al-Joury, the town of the damask rose, and intended to plant hundreds of dunums with roses and establish a perfume factory on the Rajo road. But he lost half his fortune in a single night of gambling, and when he went back to his village exhausted, he was struck with the desire to return to the gambling table once more. In three nights he lost everything: his house, his lands, his village, his wife. He didn’t move from the table; he just took out his gun and shot himself in the temple. “He was a courageous man,” Hanna concluded.

         In their gatherings, the rich landowners would swap stories about chivalry, loss, and reversals of fortune. Hanna mourned courageous men (as he called them) who didn’t have an agent and father like Ahmed Bayazidi to protect them from folly. Ahmed Bayazidi had taken steps to guard Hanna and Zakariya against bankruptcy by distributing wealth in different places, dividing it up so it couldn’t be easily accessed, such as the bonds and shares of the Manchester Company Bank that he had bought for Hanna out of the income from his lands, and for Zakariya from his portion of the family inheritance that Ahmed Bayazidi had decided to distribute years before his death. He registered the family house in his daughter Souad’s name but maintained the right to use it. A man who spent his life among notebooks and numbers, he was always planning for the worst and taking precautions against it.

         On his few visits to Aleppo, Hanna would sleep in Um Waheed’s house. He no longer wanted to go to his own house in Bab Al-Faraj, and Souad would besiege him with glances whenever he visited the family home. At Um Waheed’s, Shams Al-Sabah would lie down next to him and listen while he told her imaginary images of the citadel to come; she would embrace him like a small child, and they would fall asleep while his worries stole into her heart. She avoided foolish questions by not asking him anything at all. Wary of being treated with pity, she told him several times that she was strong, not some feeble thing, even if she was poor and of unknown descent and lived in a whorehouse run by a retired lady with a kind heart, whose dwindling influence was little protection against being spat on in the street.

         Alongside Hanna, Shams Al-Sabah dreamed of the citadel that would transform into a kingdom of pleasure. Lovers would write their stories on its walls, gamblers would lose all they possessed and hang on their own gallows like knights, without regret. Hanna’s passion for the idea of the suicides made her bold enough to tell him about her dream of building a dais especially for the men who would honor the citadel with their graves, and whose coffins would be cast from pure silver.

         Hanna liked the idea of venerating the suicides but wasn’t as keen on burying them in the citadel. Pleasure was opposed to death, after all. There would be a special place in the citadel for each taste, he told her, and all the time he secretly feared he would be disappointed. He briefly wondered whether Shams Al-Sabah was like any other woman—that a man would lose interest after sex. Right now he couldn’t stop seeking out her uniqueness. If he kept her a virgin, he was sure that he wouldn’t lose his passion for the softness of her fingers, the smell of her chest that reminded him of a wilted mother. After several nights, Hanna admitted to himself that Shams Al-Sabah’s smell was like his mother’s, and that keeping her a virgin would mean he could hold on to her for longer. But day after day Shams Al-Sabah was turning from a girl of pleasure into a mother. He missed her when he was away, slept in her lap like a little boy, and spoke to her for hours about Souad.

         It was pouring rain when Hanna arrived alone to receive the key to the citadel from the head builder. He hadn’t wanted the company of Azar, who still had a long list of tasks for the builders before they could finish their contract; he didn’t want even Zakariya to share the uniqueness of this moment. Hanna wandered the citadel for hours. He turned a deaf ear to the head builder, who was very proud of having completed the two-year project, and asked him to wait outside. Hanna saw his dreams embodied in front of him, in a tangled place that wouldn’t reveal its secrets to anyone. It occurred to him, when he saw the hall of the suicides, that its circular design (suggested by William Michel Eisa) would delight Shams Al-Sabah. The room was open to the large garden that lay to the west, where orchards of walnut, cherry, and olive trees stretched out into the distance. He spent some time sitting in the hall where the citadel’s currency would be minted, before carrying on to the bedrooms, the dining rooms, and the gaming room that overlooked the distant vineyard and the olive groves to the east. His idea had been that everyone should see the dawn from wherever they were sitting. He didn’t forget to inspect the nearby stables, which he thought Zakariya would be pleased with. After many hours of meandering, he emerged from the citadel happily. He had successfully undertaken a singular project, something that would never have occurred to any of his frivolous friends, landowners, or aghas.

         The head builder felt Hanna’s satisfaction: he didn’t dispute the figures and dealt generously with the workers, inviting them all to dinner at a showa’ restaurant in Bab Al-Faraj and tipping them handsomely. His eyes moved constantly, taking in the seven faces, each one glowing with deep contentment. He bid them goodbye warmly, although his own face was pale from the sleeplessness that had gripped him for three nights.

         In the early autumn, Hanna arrived at the citadel. He stood and read the large plaque on which was engraved “1897,” and underneath it the names of the four friends: William Eisa, Zakariya Bayazidi, Hanna Gregoros, and Azar ibn Hayyim Istanbouli. It was a message to all that the best days of their friendship were those they passed in school.

         Hanna closed the door of the citadel behind him. Shams Al-Sabah stopped arranging the bed. She had perfumed the place, lit a wall heater, and poured out two glasses of wine. She was ready for her new life. She expected that night to grant her virginity to the man who had allowed her to share his dream, but Hanna was content with touching her fingers, embracing her in bed, and sleeping deeply until morning.

         Until his marriage in the spring of 1900, Hanna did the same thing every time he visited the citadel. He took his dinner in silence, waved to Shams Al-Sabah to go to bed ahead of him, put on his pajamas, and held her in his arms without touching her further, content with a few light kisses on her cheeks, and then he would tell her about Souad. In the beginning of their relationship, she didn’t understand this in the slightest. He didn’t wait for her to guess and informed her coolly that she would remain a virgin if she wanted to be queen of this place. Silence settled, along with a profound understanding between the two of them. Shams Al-Sabah thought of the desires that now had to die within her—then of the madness of a man who would strike coins for an invisible country that had no army or bureaucracy, and whose inhabitants were a collection of men engaged in frivolity and reckless spending. Now he wanted to turn her from a novice prostitute into a mother for these men who were ten years her senior. Into his mother, she realized: she was the one he entrusted with his story of secret love, which no one else knew. After she went to live in the citadel, Shams Al-Sabah felt enormous contentment when she opened the door to the hall of the suicides. In the end, she decided, she liked the idea of remaining a virgin. The hall, spacious and beautiful, was perfect for the suicides to come. She breathed in deeply and told herself that the suicides wouldn’t object to being adored by a young virgin like her, because they didn’t carry the same burdens as the living. But it also occurred to her that the hall might remain just an idea—no one would kill themselves in this place.

         After the flood, Zakariya’s nighttime vigils, sitting beside a sleeping Shaha, were often repeated. He would gaze at her, reflecting that their happiness had plunged to the bottom of the river. His sense of things changed. Hanna didn’t come as promised, and Zakariya was uneasy about leaving his lifelong friend alone in the desolate village. He decided to go back again, determined not to return unless Hanna was with him. When he reached Hosh Hanna and entered Hanna’s room, he didn’t recognize him. Hanna looked like a beggar. His usually orderly room was filthy; the plates of food were moldy, and his bed stank of stale sweat. Hanna was sleeping on the ground, curled up in a corner. When Zakariya came in, Hanna looked up at him but didn’t stand. Zakariya lay down on the bed without changing his clothes. He was tired. He slept for hours, and when he woke up, it was the middle of the night. He heard Hanna tell him that a new passion was growing in his heart. Zakariya went back to sleep, and Hanna sat in his usual place on the wooden chair all night, watching the emergence of dawn, the movement of the breeze, and the current of the river. He ignored the bodies that the river still hurled onto its banks from time to time—there were still many things in its belly. No one was looking for a loved one’s body anymore, and there were no longer any places to confirm the identity of the drowned. More than a month had passed, and the flood was consigned to history.

         Catching the bodies that the river tossed up gave Zakariya an excuse to stay close to Hanna. They spoke little. Hanna had always avoided long conversations. Since their childhood, he hadn’t liked discussing anything that forced him to say more than five words at a time. So he needed Zakariya to stay close, but he didn’t want to talk. He was feeling his new passion grow every day that passed. Zakariya would wake up in the morning, leave his friend alone in his room, and go outside. He walked alongside the river, catching the bodies that the river spat out onto its banks, and with the help of the fellahin and the fishermen, he would bury them and record their features, if the body still retained any. He numbered graves, stopped people from imposing on the new life of his friend Hanna, and undertook the facilitation of their pressing financial business.

         He forced Hanna out of the room and ordered the servant to clean it and change the bedsheets. Zakariya was resolute. He didn’t want anyone to take advantage of Hanna’s moments of weakness, but the servant told him that his master hadn’t allowed anyone inside for almost three weeks. He reeled off a list of the names of their friends who had come to offer their condolences, but Hanna wouldn’t receive anyone except Arif Sheikh Musa Agha, who arrived crying like a small child, as he did the first time the news of the flood reached him, repeating the names Ahmed, Josephine, Gabriel. Arif was sympathetic and sensitive. He mentioned that on the children’s last visits, he had taught them lots of Kurdish words, and the previous summer he had taken them to his house in Sharran so they could play in the vast meadows with his son Yousef. The children had come back three weeks later, full of Kurdish phrases, swapping curses, and giggling. It delighted Josephine and Shaha, who had begun to teach them the language.

         Zakariya knew that no one could evade Arif—he would simply shoot the door open. The servant’s excuses didn’t convince Zakariya, but he wondered whether Hanna wanted to drown in putrescence. In childhood he used to punish himself whenever he committed an act he considered repulsive. He would disappear into the cellar, where he would sleep in mouse droppings and talk in a low voice like the meow of a cat. He would demand to be left alone and repeat his well-known phrase: no one in this world loved him. Souad, all innocence, would say, “But I love you, very much.” Hanna would look at her and say, “Only you love me.” She would steal some food for him and wouldn’t tell anyone where he was. She considered it a perilous mission and always said that keeping secrets was hard, but committing to that practice makes us unique: we hate gossip and become more sincere.

         Nine months passed after the flood. Hanna never went to Aleppo. Shams Al-Sabah asked Zakariya for permission to see him. He ignored her request at first and tried to dissuade her, thinking that he must go back to his life, but she was determined and agreed to Zakariya’s condition that she see him only once, and from a distance. In the end, Zakariya decided that he needed the help of others to recover Hanna.

         When Zakariya brought Shams Al-Sabah to Hosh Hanna, she saw Hanna looking out the window toward the remains of the village. He was a different person, someone she didn’t know at all. He had become a very beautiful man and no longer seemed anxious. He was thinner and taller; he had lost a lot of weight. To her, he looked like an angel in the window frame. She sat on a rock to watch him, and at that moment she decided that she must see him and touch him, whatever the cost.

         She took advantage of a temporary absence of Zakariya’s and walked resolutely toward Hanna’s room. Hanna was contemplating the shadow of the small trees that were growing again, their branches bursting into a charming green. Shams Al-Sabah had brought some clothes he used to like: blue silk pajamas, a blue shirt trimmed with lace, and a long cotton thobe she had woven him on the small loom that she had set up in the corner of the servants’ hall to pass the time during the appalling vacuum of spring and summer, when Hanna and his guests went to inspect their properties, busied themselves with their family lives and the harvest, and traveled to Europe.

         Shams Al-Sabah climbed the stairs leading to his door. She felt a terrible weight, as if she were dragging an iron lump in her feet. She thought of going back and giving up any idea of seeing him, but she was resolved to walk on, slowly. She knew on some level that it was the last time she would see him. She carried on steadily, staring up at the hill. She remembered stories of the toils of believers who throw resentment from their hearts on their journey to lessen the burdens of this world, losing a piece of their bodies. The path of the faithful is long, and when they reach the point of lightness and see the face of God inscribed on their deepest selves, they feel themselves dissolving into the vastness of the universe, becoming part of the heavenly bodies, a mote of dust from the moon, or a leaf on an olive tree that never loses its verdure. Deep within, she sensed another destiny lay in wait for her, concealed at the top of this hill which, slowly and doggedly, she finished climbing.

         She reached the door, knocked, and waited. No one opened. She knocked again and heard his trudging footsteps. Hanna opened the door, and she stepped back, watching him for a moment, ready to be turned away. At that moment, he was the most beautiful man she had ever seen in her life. His eyes gleamed with contentment, and his body was slender, missing the deposits of fat that he had accumulated in recent years, which made him incline toward plumpness. At last he allowed her inside and embraced her tightly. Shams Al-Sabah passed out. All her remaining years, she tried to describe that moment but couldn’t. Once she said it was like a slash of lightning in a rainy sky, and another time she said it was like the peacefulness of a corpse in the first slump of the eyelids after the soul has leaked out of the body. Eventually she stopped trying to describe it, saying, “What I went through then is impossible to express.”

         She threw herself onto his chest again. She had missed his embrace and wept silently. He closed the door behind her and resumed watching the sunset. She told him that Zakariya had prevented her from seeing him, and he replied that it had been at his own wish, but now he was happy she was there. The silence returned, heavy, between them. She sat down on a rug and watched his every movement. It really was a new life, she thought. He no longer cared for material things—had been freed from them, in fact.

         Zakariya was furious with Shams Al-Sabah, but Hanna assured him that he had welcomed her and now wanted her to stay. He didn’t ask her about her life, and he didn’t care about hearing a list of the friends who had inquired after him at the citadel and offered to refurnish it to welcome him back. “Don’t you miss the citadel?” she asked. He was silent, then lay on his bed and asked her to hold him. His scent was different, like a blend of fragrant plants. He fell asleep on her chest, and she held him as she used to. She decided that she hadn’t lost him, but somewhere inside she realized that he would never live at the citadel again. His soul had gone wandering. Shams Al-Sabah had been incredulous when Zakariya explained that this level land filled with mud had once been the village of Hosh Hanna, and Zakariya no less so when Hanna asked her to stay with him.

         She got up in the night and looked out the window. The world was silent and the river was bewitching as it ran along quietly. Faint lights glowed from the lanterns of the distant fishermen who were casting their nets. Dawn was approaching. She went back to bed and lay down next to Hanna. She hardly dared admit after all these years that to her, he was a different man from the Hanna she had once known, and she was no longer his mother. Hanna touched her breasts, took off her clothes, and kissed her for the first time, on her nipples. She reached for his sex, which was swelling and rising hard, and she felt its veins softly; she surrendered. She was crying silently when he entered her. This happiness had been delayed for more than ten years. She refused to let this opportunity pass her by; he was the lover she had been waiting for, for so long. He entered her in the peace of that dawn, unfastening her locks and opening the doors to another life whose shape she didn’t know but that she desperately, shamelessly, deeply wanted. She felt none of the pain at losing her virginity that she had heard of from other women. A few drops of blood fell onto the sheet, and she fainted from the excess of sudden pleasure.

         Shams Al-Sabah woke up less than an hour later. She got up, washed, changed the bedsheet, and lay down next to Hanna once more as dawn slipped through the window. He entered her again, and she was jabbering his name, moaning, squirming beneath him. She let him lead her wherever he wanted, and do to her body whatever he wished. His desires were strong, and he came in her more than once, which gave her a strange comfort. Images of the past years became mixed up, the hundreds of nights he had slept on her chest, when she had killed her feelings so that he could be her son. And now Hanna was shattering the solid, inviolable walls he had built between them over the years. His face was radiant, as if he had been thinking about her body for years.

         Those nights were repeated over their first week. He slept with her every night, and she discovered pleasure for the first time, but Hanna didn’t talk to her. He really thought he was no longer interested in sex, he felt intensely bored. In the second week, he kept remembering his mother. He described her white face and her tall frame, her large breasts. He was silent as he remembered her scent. He couldn’t find anything that came close to expressing what his mother’s scent meant to him. He said suddenly, “Like the scent of this dawn.” He got up from the bed, washed, put on the cotton thobe that Shams Al-Sabah had brought him, opened the window, and resumed watching the dawn from his chair. The colors still dazzled him, red interwoven with yellow light. He thought that a new color was born every moment, and each new dawn was completely unlike the one that had died the day before. The taste of Shams Al-Sabah, to him, was also unlike the taste of any other woman. True, he no longer venerated her. He had ravished her virginity, and she would never be his mother again. But still, she wasn’t like other women. Her skin was soft, and her black hair hung thick and glorious over her shoulders, just as he remembered from his old dreams of her. He thought for a moment that he might go down the steps, walk all the way to the citadel, marry Shams Al-Sabah, and have ten children with her. He would take earth and fill up the cellar for the suicides. After all, no one had ever committed suicide on his platform—it had just remained an idea.

         Images of his future children invaded his daydreams in the third week. At the same time, he felt unparalleled triviality. It attacked him, stuck its tongue out at him, while bringing him back to the truth that he had discovered in contemplating the other lives of plants and animals and the vast universe. He said to himself that children were not like flowers, and men and women were merely troublesome fleas flying over the surface of the great river.

         Hanna knew that now Shams Al-Sabah could live like any other woman. He had freed her from her promise to keep her virginity, and she had never planned to stay in the citadel if Hanna didn’t return to her. She had everything she needed, and he would protect her from having to beg for work in some brothel. She had grown up at his side, she was almost thirty now, and she felt the full impact of having broken her virginity oath. She wouldn’t be angry with him, but it wasn’t easy to escape more than a decade of memories.

         In the fourth week of her stay, Hanna refused to sleep with her. He left the bed to her and took to the ground, and she watched him all night until he fell asleep. His face glistened with sweat, and it was clear that he was suffering from continual nightmares. He smiled and frowned in his sleep, then flapped his hand as if he were getting rid of a fly, or as if imaginary ticks were stuck to his skin. Eventually he relaxed in his sleep, breathing regularly, and disentangled himself from his aba’. He would wake before dawn, and she would still be looking at him with the same zealous affection as she had whenever he was ill, and he would slide in next to her in the bed of his own room at the citadel.

         On her last night, in the middle of October, the first downpour began. She felt that everything around her had revived, despite the deadly silence he had imposed on her for the last two weeks—he had been so distant in his transformation. The rain shower turned into a powerful storm. Suddenly Hanna got up from where he had been sleeping on the ground and slipped into her body. He was trembling with fear: the lightning illuminated the large room, and the thunder never stopped. It was like the night of the flood: the sky was shadowy, and the sound of pouring rain brought back his sense of loss. Shams Al-Sabah didn’t waste this opportunity: she craved him. She undressed him and kissed his body and his sex, she made love as if he were going to get up from her bed and hang his noose with his own hand and die. She wanted to bid him goodbye for the last time, or open the door to their new life. All night she was intoxicated. The thunder and lightning only intensified her lust and his fear. She wanted to purify his body from the scent of those other countless women. The murmurings of their pleasure and their ecstasy rose and mixed with the sounds of the storm, which didn’t die down until daybreak.

         They lay together in their bed. When Hanna woke in the afternoon, Zakariya had arrived, but there was no Shams Al-Sabah next to him. She had left. He remembered that he had asked her to go back to the citadel. He stood up and wandered around the room. He asked the servant to clean the place thoroughly and went for a walk along the riverbank. Hanna felt that he had crossed the barzakh, and his soul could no longer bear squalor. Deep down, he felt his misery again. He bathed and threw away the clothes that Shams Al-Sabah had brought. Perfectly happy with his mat, he no longer slept in the bed itself. He needed several days to forget what had happened, to return to taking in the smells of the river and the flowers that were growing this autumn. And when flocks of birds began to leave for other climes, his heart felt as if it had been reborn. It was the world that he wanted to cross over to and settle in, and the distance between the two banks was like the path of agony that Jesus had walked to reach his cross.

         That night he was assailed by the memory of Josephine. When he had first seen her, it hadn’t taken him long to decide that this tall girl, who prayed in church every Sunday and volunteered in all its charitable projects, would make a suitable wife. He liked her ascetism and the frank sadness in her eyes. And although her father wasn’t a rich man, he had a good reputation.

         Hanna approached her and said he liked her and was thinking of marrying her. His boldness shocked her, but secretly she already had a great deal of respect for him. He was somewhat notorious, and scandalous stories about him circulated among all the families of the city, but he was very generous to those in need and didn’t abase himself to the patriarch or the vali and his men. He stated his opinions plainly, never lied, and didn’t evade his responsibilities. Ultimately he was a brave, straightforward man, despite his dissolute life and the strange tales of women. She invited him to speak to her family, feeling as though she might collapse after these few words. She didn’t complete her prayers and withdrew unusually early, but before she left, she glanced at him and smiled with a sadness that only enhanced her beauty, even though her knees were shaking. She couldn’t believe what had just happened.

         That same night Hanna asked Ahmed Bayazidi and Zakariya to go with him to ask for the hand of Josephine Laham. They arrived at the house of Joseph Laham at seven o’clock precisely. (Ahmed Bayazidi believed in the importance of being punctual.) As usual, Hanna left all the details to Ahmed Bayazidi, who was overjoyed that Hanna had chosen an alliance with a respectable man who thought of Hanna as an uncontested bridegroom. In later years Hanna discovered a hidden side to this man’s personality. A great haggler, he plotted big projects and managed his properties in a different manner than his peers among the greedy landowners. He was committed to recognizing the thinkers of the city, supporting their projects of publishing newspapers (especially those that the Ottoman authorities had closed down), and opening clubs. His name was always mentioned next to the rich patrons of most of the liberal projects in the city. This image made him very popular, equally so among Christians, Muslims, and Jews, and they would often recount his attacks on the narrow horizons of men of religion. When donating to orphanages, he made no distinction in his material support whether it was intended for Muslims, Christians, or Jews. Meanwhile his unconcealed hatred for the Turks and the Ottomans made him popular with the nationalists who called for secession from the Ottoman Empire. They wanted to claim independence in order to become part of Europe, which was flourishing and whose ideas reached every corner of the world.

         Joseph was a proofreader and editor for the newspaper Al-Medina, which belonged to a troop of minor public officials, and his passion for reading and studying manuscripts made him an important authority for thinkers, historians, and foreign enthusiasts who were interested in the history of Aleppo. He agreed with Hanna in many of his ideas and was confident that he would be a respectable husband for his daughter and wouldn’t make her a mere servant. Ahmed Bayazidi required no prelude—he came straight to the point and asked for Josephine’s hand, beginning a discussion of the jihaz and the marriage contract. Everything was easy, as it was Joseph Laham’s policy not to ask honorable men details regarding their private lives. Within a few minutes, the zagharit rose from Joseph Laham’s house to announce news of the engagement, which spread around every house in the city that same night.

         A few weeks later Hanna and Josephine Laham were married in a simple wedding. After the ceremony, they attended a banquet that had been prepared for them by Zakariya at his father’s house, and then the couple spent their wedding night in their apartment in Bab Al-Faraj. They stayed there for a few days, receiving congratulations from friends and family, before heading to their house in Hosh Hanna. The servants had needed to work tirelessly to hide the traces of past nights of debauchery from the large house: the shoes, the women’s underwear, and all the other remnants of Hanna’s rowdy all-night parties. They lit incense in every corner to expel the perfumes of the dancers. Mariana didn’t join in the party of the house’s renewal and secluded herself in her family home. She felt tormented yet secretly satisfied at her defeat, as long as Souad Bayazidi, “that arrogant girl” as she called her, had lost Hanna as well.

         On the way to Hosh Hanna, Hanna replied to Josephine’s questions. He didn’t equivocate and he didn’t lie, and when she broached the topic of the citadel, he asked her to forget that place forever and fell silent. Josephine didn’t understand what he meant. She was silent too and decided to consider the citadel nonexistent, as far as she was concerned.

         Josephine felt liberated in the small village. She loved the life of the fellahin, she grew close to Mariana despite the girl’s initial hostility, and she helped her teach the children. She looked after the affairs of the small church and listened attentively to the priest. She never waited to be asked to help meet the needs of poorer families, having always believed that the wound of pride was something that had no connection whatsoever with Christian morals. And she understood without a fuss that Shaha, as Zakariya’s wife, was a fate she couldn’t escape. But when she got to know her, she found in Shaha a wonderful companion who became her dear friend. She liked Shaha’s savage temper, her limitless generosity, and her great experience in the ways of the world, and so Josephine let her arrange their lives as she liked.

         Hanna enjoyed his marital bliss for a few months, then fled the house and resumed his trips and his pursuit of his shameless ways. Josephine didn’t care. She felt instinctively that her husband was utterly shameless, but he was generous, and that was a quality she felt bound to respect in a man. He didn’t probe too closely into things as other men did, which often made married life an unbearable hell. Instead, she could say, “This is my kingdom.” All these fields, the great river, life far away from the slander and gossip of the families in the city. Deep down, she felt that in the end, he would come home.

         Josephine was an ascetic in the matter of possessions. She didn’t dispute the details of the jihaz and was content with a few thobes and a simple wedding dress from the collection of Madame Hassaniya. Souad was determined to sew it herself, and she helped Josephine select the rest of the items for the jihaz. Like Josephine, she couldn’t care less what the city would say when they saw the small number of bags leaving the Laham family home. Souad offered herself to Josephine as a member of Hanna’s family, and she displayed great enthusiasm for his wedding to a girl she regarded as miserable and abstinent. Souad had lost her last hope that Hanna would come back to her, and now she was determined to turn the page and to focus on her own life. He had to experience misery in order to be happy. She started to entertain the marriage proposals her father had put to her, stipulating only that his assistant Orhan and anyone from the family be excluded. Ahmed Bayazidi agreed—he hadn’t wanted Orhan as a son-in-law anyway, having no desire for his daughter to live with a family of accountants. Their lives were dull, as regimented as the lines in their ruled ledgers. Still, convincing Souad of a fiancé wasn’t easy. Her soul was crushed, and she wouldn’t grant her body to a man who would be unable to expel Hanna from her depths.

         After the flood, Zakariya returned to the family home, which was no longer used to his presence. The house, unusually, was neglected: the servant Margot had died, and Souad had negotiated with the family of their other maid, Um Kheir, tempting them with substantial compensation to take her away and care for her. Souad pointed out that she was going to get married, and there would be no one left in the house apart from her father. Souad succeeded in her negotiations, and Um Kheir moved to live with her nephew in a village close to Hama. Souad dismissed her father’s anger when he discovered Um Kheir’s absence; she argued that he could very easily make do with someone to clean the house and cook for him twice a week. Souad was preparing to marry Hassan Masabny in two weeks, and in a few days she would be thirty-three years old. Previously, everyone had given up the idea that any rational man would come to this city to ask for her hand—she had missed the boat. But she had always been sure she could determine the moment of her marriage herself. Men were all the same to her; she could find any one of them to fulfill this role. Her sufferings on Hanna’s account were plenty for her. For Hanna’s part, he had thought that his marriage would put an end to his desire for Souad, but he thought only of their unhappiness. She had him in a chokehold, and her fingerprints were all over his married life. When Josephine came to his bed, he knew that it was Souad who had guided her toward those openwork stockings and that nightshirt, who had pointed out that perfume to her. Neither of them could escape the other. She missed him and would wait for his carriage to pass underneath Sitt Hassaniya’s atelier. She would watch it sway and rock slowly when it reached the neighborhood, and then she would see him get down and enter her family’s house. He would be waiting for her below, but she refused to come. She was used to this pain. The few times he had come to the house unannounced, she treated him like a stranger; she was harsh, she wouldn’t let him slink to her room like old times. She started to disavow their childhood as a boring story that no one would laugh at, should they even recall it.

         On his last visit, two months before the flood, Souad told Hanna that he should treat her like a woman and a forsaken lover. She couldn’t care less about moral justifications or fear of any sect. She spoke to him sternly, half afraid that he would be emboldened to grab her by the hair, fling her on the bed, and unceremoniously enter her. She always thought that she wouldn’t fight him if that happened, she would simply surrender to those delicate hands she adored, but instead he would merely stand in front of her like a man robbed of his will. He enjoyed it when she raised her voice and insulted him to his face, listing all the ways in which he was a coward. He was intoxicated when she reached the point of talking about the bravery of William Eisa, who had undertaken an extraordinary feat, unlike Hanna, Zakariya, or even Azar, who had married a Jewish girl whom Souad often described as stupid and lice-ridden, disregarding the fact she was the daughter of Raoul the goldsmith. Azar had married her because of sect, and because her father had helped him in his studies and afterward in establishing his practice. Souad was furious with Azar for marrying such a mousy girl. Souad remembered her well from the days when they sat next to each other in French classes, because she smelled of open drains. Hanna reflected on Souad’s habits of expression. She loved and hated to the utmost degree, and her strength of feeling for her beloved friend Azar made her unwilling to accept any possible bride for him. They were all beneath his astuteness, his self-respect, his talent, which she described as “genius.” The two of them had maintained a distinctive relationship since childhood. He would tell her every last one of his secrets, and before he went to Rome, he told her that he was humiliated to be the recipient of charity. His entire education had been financed by benefactors, and now he was traveling to Rome, and those same benefactors were shoving money into his pocket, just enough for cheese, tea, and a little food. She sympathized with him and understood how he felt. Instead she would go overboard in presents to him, sending shirts and trousers and suits to Rome, rather than putting any money in his pockets. To Azar, Souad was more than a patron or a sister. She sent him long letters cursing Hanna, who felt nothing for her, and Zakariya, who had pushed his friend into marrying a Christian girl. She described the city for Azar in his absence and wrote that she was waiting for him, that Aleppo without him was no better than a discarded onion peel.

         Hanna knew his story with Souad would never be over. Even while she was preparing for her marriage, she didn’t forget to give exhaustive lessons and precise instructions to Josephine, who trusted her and visited three times a year to renew her underwear and nightwear, all of which Souad chose. The shy Josephine listened closely as Souad instructed her on what she could do to keep her husband and make his life with other women a thing of the past. Josephine obediently learned to walk seductively on her way to bed. She faithfully repeated after Souad that men like Hanna wanted a whore in bed who would turn into an angel as she offered up breakfast and supervised the details of domestic life with a soldier’s rigor. Men were reassured by women who dealt stringently with household matters.

         Josephine would nod in agreement, but her shyness prevented her from doing any of this, and the provocative nightdresses remained folded away like cold shrouds. After her first son Gabriel was born, Josephine no longer cared for Souad’s pronouncements on sex and happiness. She neglected her appearance, and like any other good housewife, she spent all day thinking about the Messiah and a life of virtue. She looked after her husband and his many and expensive things, his suits that were tailored by his own tailor, Monsieur George, who served only a small number of select clients. Monsieur George picked out various fabrics for them and made no bones of his opinions of the fashion fads that arrived in Aleppo via the city’s foreign residents and the European fashion magazines that had begun to appear in the libraries. A constant fixture at the parties given by the European consuls, George used to say, “Why travel if all the world is coming to Aleppo, the capital of it all?” He had a flair for bold and unusual cuts and had no scruples about approaching any man wearing a suit he liked, asking him where he had had it made, and examining the fabric. His bonhomie put party guests at ease with his scrutiny of their clothes, and his modern ideas aroused admiration. He once criticized a well-known French tailor because the pocket of the French consul’s suit clashed with the color of the material, but whenever he felt he was in an awkward position, he would simply change the topic of conversation to food. He would drift among the guests, glass in hand, offering his services gratis. Many large deals were struck between clients that he introduced to each other at one of his private dinner parties at the luxurious house in Farafra that he had retained, although Christians were moving from the inner neighborhoods of Aleppo to the neighborhood of Aziziya, and the Jews were moving to Jamiliyya.

         After Hanna’s wedding, the house no longer meant anything to Souad. She spent most of her time in the atelier of her neighbor Madame Hassaniya, who taught her everything about tailoring and the rapture of fashion design. Souad didn’t like the prospective bridegrooms who came in quick succession to ask for her hand—she refused even to see them. She asked her father to put a stop to Orhan, his Turkish assistant at the Ottoman Bank who followed her everywhere. He wrote her letters and slipped them under the door of her room every Friday morning when he visited his mentor to play chess. He sent gifts to Sitt Hassaniya, hoping she would set up a meeting for him. He dispatched a Jewish girl to curry favor with Souad and invite her to her house, but Souad understood what was going on—she grabbed the girl by the collar, spat in her face, and asked her to take her message back to Orhan. Souad declared he stank of mold and compared him to a randy billy goat. She didn’t read his letters and threw them straight into a box with the rest of the tokens from her many admirers, the boys who would block her path and stuff them into her hand while she walked on, not paying them the slightest attention. She no longer waited for Hanna to come back to her but didn’t want anyone to occupy his place. She believed that love came only once, and anything else would be just a faint echo of it.

         When Hassan Masabny came forward to ask for her hand after the flood, he didn’t block her path or send intermediaries to Sitt Hassaniya. He came out of his factory in Arqoub one afternoon, having thought about Souad for months. He knocked on her father’s door and got straight to the point. Then he asked Souad whether she accepted or would refuse, as usual. He didn’t want to drag things out over the next day, and so he requested a quick answer and concluded by saying time was short. Souad accepted without hesitation. She knew him well: he was a boaster and talked with self-importance. Occasionally he translated articles from English to flaunt that he was a worldly man conversant with the latest writings from around the globe. He was an intimate of the successive valis who controlled the city, and his family was a favorite with the Topkapi Palace; some of its members had reached lofty positions in the sultanate. She liked the duplicity and confusion created by his contradictory, ragtag collection of opinions. He would praise Arab nationalism but also wasted no opportunity to praise Sultan Abdel Hamid II and argue for a revival of the elevated ideals of the Ottoman Empire. He would donate to religious extremists who openly attacked Christians and Jews and demanded the return of the jizya tax, which used to be imposed on every Christian or Jew in the empire in order for them to maintain their religions. And at the same time, he subscribed to liberal, independent newspapers that attacked the empire’s policies and called for the separation of religion and state.

         Souad’s acceptance shocked Ahmed Bayazidi. She had never admired shallow men, and she didn’t trust this type of bumptious arrogance. Souad, meanwhile, was resolved not to give Hanna any cause for regret. She reflected that her decision to marry Hassan Masabny, a widower nearing sixty, would make Hanna think that Souad was still waiting for him.

         Souad agreed with everything that the Masabny family suggested. She didn’t argue the finer details of the jihaz; she had lost all enthusiasm for fine things. The flood, the ‘aza, the death of her nephew along with Josephine and her son were offered up as a pretext for her behavior and accepted at face value by the Masabny family, who considered the wedding a declaration of influence and an opportunity to parade their wealth and power via relationships with statesmen. They were suggesting that the bridal residence be in Istanbul and that Sultan Abdel Hamid II make a personal appearance at the wedding of their son to give it his blessing.

         Despite being absorbed in wedding arrangements, Souad tried to alleviate Shaha’s suffering, which was making her increasingly worried. Shaha would wander the large house like a madwoman, and she believed that if she drowned in her dreams, she would inevitably die in reality. The faces of the dead leaked into her memories, and she simply couldn’t believe what had happened. She missed Josephine, her dear friend. She left the house suddenly and appeared at the Syriac Catholic Church, looking for Mariana so she could ask her if it was true that all her neighbors and their children were dead. On hearing Mariana’s response, she fell silent and asked again about Josephine and Gabriel, whose dainty movements she had loved when he imitated a galloping horse for her. She asked again about Yvonne, who had preferred to stay at her aunt’s house in Aleppo. Shaha wept silently. She believed that the fishermen who had saved her had stolen her son—he hadn’t drowned at all. Mariana was gentle and affectionate as she attended to her guest in the churchyard. The scars of loss had infiltrated Shaha’s soul. She was going to lose her sanity, and kind words would be of no use to her. Mariana listened in silence until Shaha got up and left the church suddenly, without saying goodbye. She struggled to breathe, wandering the streets without caring that she was lost, or that men were staring at her and harassing her. She didn’t know the way back to Ahmed Bayazidi’s house, but she would mention the name to a carriage driver who would take her there and consign her to the care of Souad, who opened the door, paid the drivers, and never warned her brother’s wife against getting lost again. She knew that no one could console a woman who had lost her son, her place, her bed that she loved.

         Shaha stayed in bed for days at a time, making no reply to Ahmed Bayazidi’s invitations to join him for dinner, or Souad’s invitations to accompany her to the souq. She ignored her brother Arif, who asked her to come and eat with him at his house. She lost weight, and her face grew pale as an old owl’s. Zakariya wasn’t able to extricate his remaining family and friends from the disaster; they had all shattered. He asked Hanna to pick himself up off the floor and go back to his life that was waiting for him. Hanna listened, then asked Zakariya to leave him alone and take care of Shams Al-Sabah, who had left that morning. He didn’t explain much of what had happened. When Zakariya asked, “Why didn’t you let her stay near you?” Hanna replied, “I have been shattered.”

         After Shams Al-Sabah left, and Hanna woke at noon to find Zakariya beside him, he felt guilty; he had missed the dawn because of a woman. Now he would regain the freedom and solitude he loved. He went out in the afternoon and saw that Zakariya was upset that Hanna didn’t look back at his friend—from the corner of his eye, Hanna saw his body was shaking from his sobs. Yes, we have all been shattered, Hanna repeated to himself as he continued with his solitary walk on the riverbank. He gathered some interesting plants, avoided people, sat down between a couple of nearby gravestones. He assumed they were the graves of Josephine and his son Gabriel. He felt a strange peace during the few hours he spent in the graveyard. Scenes from his life with Josephine and Gabriel came back to him. He missed trivial moments, those saturated with the decay of contentment. Josephine’s attempts to seduce him always used to make him laugh: halfway through her performance, she would be shy and embarrassed, and she would flee his sight and go back to being that pious woman whom the Messiah had ordered to obey her husband. After Gabriel was born, she was suddenly transformed into a mother. Her breasts were full of milk, her face was innocent, her body smelled of affection. It was the kingdom of contentment that she had sought all her life. She was satisfied with Hanna’s touches when he slept in her bed. He liked doing his marital duty and causing no harm to her transparent, rapturous soul.

         The day after Shams Al-Sabah’s departure, Hanna felt the softness of silence again. Pleasant breezes returned, the storm receded, and damp air came to him on the river. He went back to sitting in his favorite place by the window to watch the migration of the birds, then getting up wearily to go to bed. He would no longer shut the door in anyone’s face—for him, they were merely transitory and their faces sparked no comprehension or feeling in him. They had become part of his past, which had begun to die, to be erased, and to drain out of his memory. The flood had destroyed his old life completely. New wishes gushed out between his ribs. He groped for them despite their vagueness, the vocabulary of a different life. His body became more vital, his heart more refined. Deep in thought, he reflected that dying wasn’t so bad, as long as it didn’t happen by drowning—he couldn’t forget the faces of the drowned. Surely death wasn’t always so malicious. The form of it changes from one way to another: it isn’t enough for the heart to merely stop beating. Hanna thought about how people die choked with water, and he wished he had never seen Josephine and Gabriel’s bodies. The drowned retain their essence from life, and Josephine had looked like the girl he had seen standing in the rows of worshippers, the woman he had approached and told he was thinking of marrying her, that same kind, pious face. Over Gabriel’s face there hovered the severity of the grandfather whose name he bore. Every day he had grown into a miniature of his grandfather, a man Hanna hadn’t known well. And so his son Gabriel was mixing the pages of his life: through his son, Hanna began to get closer to his father, to feel affection toward him. He was no longer that greedy, cruel man who spent half his life afraid that accountants and builders would steal his money and made frequent visits to Ahmed Bayazidi so that he could review every detail of his ledgers. Gabriel Gregoros didn’t really believe that he would die one day, even as he waited perpetually for the massacre that would kill him, as Father Ibrahim had told Hanna. At the moment of his death, he was still planning several projects. Monopoly over the Aleppo-Mardin-Erbil trade line wasn’t enough for him; he also dreamed of steamships going around the world bearing his company’s mark.

         Painful memories returned to Hanna, memories of overheard conversations and his father’s papers, the symbols in which Hanna had spent three months deciphering. He had felt the misery of the whole world weighing upon him after he finished reviewing the final notebook. All they contained were figures, skeptical remarks about the trustworthiness of his agents, and musings about unfinished projects. There wasn’t a single word about Hanna, his four siblings, or his mother, who, their servant Margot said, had taken a wrong turn: instead of going to Deir Za’faran and joining the nuns, she had married Gabriel Gregoros.

         Hanna often remembered the day he discovered his mother’s likeness in Shams Al-Sabah. Josephine was his mother’s other face. Josephine surrounded herself and her children with amulets and saw the Christ Child fluttering over her blessings. Full of extraordinary joy, she told Hanna with a smile that faith had driven out all fear of death. He had looked with some sorrow at this woman who had surrendered to the blessing of death before she was even thirty. Despite her contentment, Hanna always used to think of her as miserable.

         Hanna resembled them now, when he talked about death. He could see it, and it felt near. He didn’t hate it. Instead, he focused on the full magnificence of the olive trees as they blossomed in his fields, and he recalled his astonishment at the beauty of the wild pomegranate flowers that he had seen in a meadow belonging to his friend Arif Sheikh Musa Agha. He used to wake early in the morning after a long night of debauchery and walk in the field around the large house, pushing his face into the pomegranate blossoms to inhale their scent, and in those moments he felt deeply happy. He felt as if he were joining them in the act of splitting open and turning into a small fruit that was growing every instant, never stopping. He used to think the pomegranate grew at night, and it would occur to him to leave his evening card tables and take his drink outside to examine the small pomegranate as it grew—but before long he was back to his amorous ardor, drowning in women’s bodies. As he examined their nipples, which looked like pomegranate flowers, he reflected that women always share certain secrets with plants.

         He liked the moments of spirituality that a woman’s slender body would inspire in him, when he would reflect that she would age and her skin would wither, just like the pomegranate blossom that lasted till the end of the season without being picked. His memory came back to him, weighted with apprehensions. He simply couldn’t believe in his own contentment, something he didn’t dare express in front of the pious Josephine, who would always tell him that they had more than they needed, and he should try to extricate himself from the burden of his ever-increasing possessions. He believed her and understood the frequent donations she made to churches, charitable endeavors, and Mariana.

         Meanwhile Josephine’s happiness was tangible to him when she would watch the village children in the morning, carrying their slates on their way to school. And yet she was shy when the priest praised her to passing priests. Hanna didn’t understand this kind of joy; he couldn’t believe that a girl like her thought of others more than herself. She considered her life to be safe, and so it had to be offered up in the service of Jesus of Nazareth whose icons filled the walls of the house, along with paintings that the village schoolchildren had made, and even some from passing artists who knew her passion. They knocked on her door and sold her their hideous paintings, but for her it was enough that the painter had thought about the Messiah, even if only briefly.

         From the window of his room, Hanna could see the shapes of the birds as they sought out warmer places. He compared their migration at the beginning of winter and their return in early spring, reflecting that birds had a homeland just like people and grieved when they left it. He thought that people, if they turned into birds, would become less brutal and selfish. If they lost language, they would become more tolerant, and less spiteful and mean-spirited.

         He returned to his room at night and realized the error of allowing Shams Al-Sabah to visit him. The world he had escaped over the previous months had come back to him. He tore it up piece by piece and threw it off his shoulders, he hurled it into the fire blazing inside him that consumed thousands of images, people, ideas, and feelings, turning them all to ash.

         The first night after Shams Al-Sabah left was hard. Hanna wept bitterly and was struck with his old anxiety. Images of her overlapped with images of the dozens of girls and madams who had passed through his life. Over the following days, he reflected that he had loved their surroundings more than the girls themselves: the damp air in their houses, the signs and their meanings, the smells, companions who weren’t shy. The brothel-keepers and their charges didn’t understand his nature very well and would often think at first that they had found the end of their quest in him. Hanna understood their desire—after all, they were women with long histories in the service of powerful men—but he didn’t fit that role. He didn’t want to stay in one place, sleep in one house, live in one time. He was in love with living in two times and two places and roaming among the houses of his friends. He was never tempted by a fixed address.

         Before marrying Josephine, he hadn’t lived alone. His large house was filled with the clamor of his friends; their carriages would halt, and the servants would unload their luggage, and the silent rooms would transform into a carnival of interweaving voices, musicians who played for days on end before others came to take their place, women who spent days at a time there and then went away to make room for other women from other cities. The house was some distance from those of the fellahin, cut off by a large grove of pine, poplar trees, and over fifty ancient walnut trees that bent over the river and veiled the view. The property contained a large garden stretching over thirty dunums, enclosed by brick walls. Zakariya’s residence was nearby, and his stables were situated between the two properties, looking straight out over the river where anyone sailing past could see the horses lazing beneath the large trees and drinking straight from the river whenever they felt like it.

         After Josephine arrived, the fellahin entered the house for the first time. They were taken aback by its splendor: the expensive furniture, the brightly colored armchairs and sofas, the large mirrors, the Persian rugs everywhere. They didn’t know exactly how Hanna had brought all these things, but they remembered several carriages that had stopped and been unloaded over several days. Carpenters had then labored inside the house for three months, and many craftsmen had come and stayed inside until their work was done, then left without speaking to anyone. Hanna was obsessed with keeping his dealings mired in obscurity.

         At first Josephine wandered through the house alone. A few days later her family joined her for their first visit and scrutinized the six bedrooms, the three large salons, the huge kitchen, the larder, and the three cellars. She felt she would be lonely there and would open the door at any time to the fellahin who came visiting. She paid for a two-room building to be built as a village school so that Mariana wouldn’t have to receive students in her family’s house. She said to Hanna, “I want the house to be less desolate.” Josephine lived like the fellahat who brought her goats, sheep, chickens, geese, and cockerels.

         The house soon lost its mystery and turned from a place where ghosts walked into nothing more than the house of a rich man. Josephine let the servants go, saying that it wasn’t appropriate for a good Christian woman to have people serve her. She didn’t refuse help from her fellahat friends, and in exchange she would look after their children, sharing with them in every detail of their lives.

         Hanna was content. He gave up his house to her willingly—after all, the citadel was the only place arranged specifically for the lives of anxious men. A family couldn’t live there: as a labyrinth, it respected the privacy of the individual, or so Azar kept repeating when he was convincing the head builder that the divisions between the rooms were intentional, and no room could have anything in common with another, not even a wall.

         After Gabriel was born, Hanna felt that it was proper, marvelous even, that Josephine should have ten children to fill up the place. He liked hearing the sounds of Josephine chatting with her fellahat friends, as Gabriel cried, then giggled, like all children. Hanna used to wake up late and drink his coffee, play with Gabriel, who was trying to take his first steps, then observe the changes to the house. It had become a wreck. Gabriel threw whatever he could get hold of—he destroyed the big mirror and peed on the magnificent carpet. Joy was everywhere. When Gabriel reached his third year, he would wander barefoot by himself. All doors were opened to him, and the fellahin fed him alongside their own children. Josephine thought that this was the way things should be, that her child should live with the people.

         Hanna would recall those days, when he had felt that Josephine was a wonderful mother. He almost lost his mind with happiness when she told him, three months before the flood, that she was pregnant again. He kissed her on the cheek and hugged her. He told Zakariya that they had to generate masses of children between them: nothing would fill their old age with love except huge numbers of sons and daughters. Zakariya agreed, but his mind was on his horses. He told Hanna that he would be forced to stay all month to wait for his foal to be born. Zakariya wasn’t keen on masses of children, but he dreamed that one day he would own all the stables in the country. He was constantly plotting to buy stables that had failed and would pick up valuable horses at knockdown prices from people who had inherited them and didn’t know their worth. After his second stable in Anabiya was full, Yaaqoub complained about the overcrowding and asked him to stop buying. Zakariya assured him that he would expand the stables three times over after he bought a house in the middle of seventy dunums of land that lay to the west of Anabiya.

         Now alone, Hanna took hold of his window, reflecting how a small seedling when it was plucked out would still grow a complete life. He had lost everything but felt he was beginning to heal. He stopped crying, and felt himself getting better. Shams Al-Sabah had come so that he could feel regret. He knew that he was no longer suited for his old life but he didn’t know the tenor of his life to come. In the end, he could always remain in this poverty-stricken place, spending his life helping the fishermen and the fellahin, recording his daily observations of nature. Nature knew no repetition, never resorted to the same vocabulary; every moment the rain was different and could never be repeated. Silence was what he needed. He had always thought that words made life dull and repetitive.

         That night he slept soundly, his lusts gone. He remembered Father Ibrahim Hourani, who had been a guest of the village priest two years before the flood. Josephine had been eager to host him in her house, but Hanna couldn’t understand how on earth she could be so enthusiastic to invite a man who had spoken so cruelly about Hanna’s father. But when he sat in front of Father Ibrahim again, he saw on the priest’s face the contentment that he was searching for himself. He wasn’t like the greedy, cruel men of religion who loved power and intrigue.

         Father Ibrahim refused to move to Hanna’s house for the few weeks he would be staying in the village, content instead with the guest room attached to the church. He rode his mule every day, roaming over old monasteries that had fallen into oblivion. Once he went all the way to Ras Al-Ain and spoke when he was back about a church that had been destroyed one thousand three hundred years earlier, and whose remnants still formed part of the age-worn village walls. No one paid any attention to him apart from Josephine, whom he loved and blessed. Without preamble, Father Ibrahim told Hanna that he didn’t like powerful men, landowners, rich men, or men of authority. Hanna didn’t bother explaining that he was different. He made do with a few questions, and for the first time, he hazarded a conversation with a man different from himself. He confessed his misgivings regarding faith and apostasy; in front of Father Ibrahim, he cursed men of religion. Ibrahim smiled and told Hanna stories from ancient times that all revolved around a Christ-like figure, explaining how the resurrection of the Messiah was nothing but the transcription of this being who lives among us although we don’t see him. Josephine loved the priest even more when he received confession from Yvonne, who seemed at ease after she went out of the church to greet the man who would soon become her fiancé, who was waiting for her at the crossroads. She smiled at him and left him standing there as she continued home. That night Father Ibrahim asked the village priest and Josephine to accompany him to ask for Yvonne’s hand on behalf of this man. He put a stop to the mutterings and conjectures of the fellahin, which had been circulating ceaselessly ever since a young boy told a tale of how he had seen Yvonne naked in that man’s arms in his father’s mill.

         Hanna still remembered Father Ibrahim—thought about him every day in fact. Back then, before Father Ibrahim left, their relationship had improved; their friendship remained uncultivated, but Hanna no longer listened apprehensively to his stern words. At the time, Hanna used to think that pleasure was the wellspring of life that had to be kept perpetually flowing. But now he understood completely what Father Ibrahim had said in their last meeting when he looked at him for some time and told him, “Don’t kill your anxiety, let it flow from your ribs and spill onto the earth, where it will grow and bear fruit, or let it drown in this great river.” And he pointed at the Euphrates, which at that moment was quiet and meek, like a beggar seeking alms.

         As usual, Hanna woke at dawn, but he was troubled. Zakariya had told him that Souad’s wedding was on Thursday. He imagined her as a bride in a white dress and was surprised that in that image she seemed a stranger. He thought about Zakariya’s concerns, immersed as he was in the wedding of Souad, who was suffering from the overactive imagination that she had borne since childhood. He was surprised at the lean jihaz; he knew how much Souad cherished fine things. He couldn’t believe that a single small carriage was all that was needed to transport everything she was bringing to her married life. In the family home, she was leaving behind Persian carpets and silk bedspreads, seven trunks of clothes, and gold necklaces and rings that she had designed herself. Her precious gold necklaces, the work of the golden-masked goldsmith, remained in place in the cupboard; some had been brought back for her from Istanbul by Ahmed Bayazidi, while others she had received as gifts from influential men. She left her family home like some oblivious girl, content with inviting only her aunt, Hajja Amina, and three girl cousins. She ignored the other women of the family and couldn’t care less about their criticisms when they described her as a disgraced woman who kept company with strangers and boasted of her friendships with Christians, Jews, and girls who traveled abroad. Souad considered her wedding an ideal opportunity to cut off all contact with her gossiping relatives.

         Zakariya considered the situation. In a few hours, Souad would be leaving for the house of her husband, Hassan Masabny, owner of a well-known textile factory in Arqoub, and he, Zakariya, would go back to his life. He had had many worries in recent times. He felt that Hanna was well on his way to being lost; whatever afflicted him, it was no longer an indisposition that he would rise from, but a deep transformation that he would have to live with, like a chronic illness. Then there was his father’s devastating old age. A habitual early riser, the man was making every effort to retain his habits of drinking coffee, reading the newspaper, and criticizing the public calls for the separation of religion and state that he read there—between the lines, he could perceive the call to secede from the Ottoman state. But then he would plunge into a bout of forgetfulness and order his carriage driver to go to the post office with the letters he had already taken a short while before. The last of Zakariya’s worries was his wife Shaha, who refused to come back to her family until it was settled where they would live. All these things worried him. The flood had destroyed all their lives with no hope of survival. He saw that the deep decay that continued to eat at the bodies and souls of the few survivors was also in himself.

         Hassan Masabny had inherited his large house in the Farafra district from his father. He had renovated it so it would be suitable for a married life and imported everything, from gold-plated taps to a grand piano made specially in Italy and engraved with his initials. There were chandeliers from Bohemia, Persian carpets from Esfahan, drapes from Istanbul. Everything in the house was costly, and it satisfied Hassan’s wish to enjoy property and wealth. Souad entered her husband’s house lightly, completely uninterested in its trappings. From that first moment, she realized she had come to the wrong place with the wrong man. Initially, she committed herself to patience; she wouldn’t break up the family, she wanted children. But within a few days she was irritated with her husband’s ceaseless monologues about the history of each object in the house, and she was equally exasperated with his perpetual chatter about his love of chess, and the accounts of his daily matches with his friends in the coffeehouses of Jamiliyya. She soon felt trapped in the marriage, and trapped by her husband’s four sisters, who kept a close eye on everything and interfered in every detail of the lives of their brother and his wife. Souad listened to them one after the other and resolved to turn them into friends, but before long she couldn’t stand their fatuousness. They took turns coming unannounced and staying all day, intervening in matters of food and drink, never hesitating to comment on how the food was presented and the table arranged. After two months, Souad came down with a fit of total silence. She stopped observing even the minimal social decorum. She would open the door to some family member of her husband—he would welcome them and spend hours discussing the minutest family affairs, a well that never seemed to be run dry—and then she would leave her guests and go back to bed without asking permission to leave.

         Souad considered becoming a snail, self-sustaining. She would leave the house without permission, and when she came back, Hassan didn’t dare hold her to account. He knew, deep down, that he possessed only her outer shell, not her soul. He had taken her virginity, and she was recorded legally as his wife, but he never experienced the warmth he had expected from her. He had laid a wager on her love of objects, smothering her in gifts, but he would come across the boxes wherever he had left them, still unopened. Eventually he asked his sisters to stop visiting, thinking she might be suffering from the constant family banquets. She was relieved when his family stopped visiting, but she remained a snail, self-contained and self-sustaining.

         After Souad left, the ruckus in Ahmed Bayazidi’s house calmed down somewhat, but her sorrowful look backward as she climbed into the carriage, as well as Shaha’s persistent moaning, left Zakariya no opportunity to think about the horses he had moved to the Anabiya stables. He wondered if Shaha missed the horses, too, and offered to take her on a visit with him to Anabiya. He guessed that leaving the house might help her to recover some of her vitality. He also needed someone to whom he could admit that he was afraid, and that his past was over and done with forever. Now he was like all the other survivors of the flood: a child with a memory wiped clean. Shaha agreed to the visit on the condition that they visit the citadel. Zakariya assented, and on the way there, Shaha was distracted, gazing out over the plains that she knew so well. Nothing meant anything to her anymore.

         Shams Al-Sabah opened the gate of the citadel to them. When Shaha saw her, she was struck with a strange tremor. In silence, the two women reached a mutual understanding. When Shams Al-Sabah had come back to the citadel after visiting Hanna, she understood that her past had finished with the flood. She doubted she would be staying at the citadel for much longer, and no one would be able to protect her if Hanna kept talking for hours at a time about the color of swallows and partridges, and giving prolix descriptions of eagles. Now she invited Shaha to have dinner with her while Zakariya inspected the citadel. Everything was the same, but the bedrooms smelled of abandonment; no one had entered the citadel since the night of the flood, and about a year had passed since then. The workbench for pressing coins was stopped, and the platform for suicides was covered in dust. Everything was the same. Shaha expressed a wish to stay in the citadel. She told Zakariya that she would feel better there; it would be close to the horses, and to him, if he wanted to see her. Zakariya seized the chance to lighten her burdens. He would leave her to her affairs and go back and stay beside Hanna. From the first moment, he had wanted to escape Aleppo: when he had first left his family’s house, he had sworn never to go back again. All his life he had hated the strict regime imposed on him by his father, who vaunted the splendor of a life that was minutely regulated and subject to reckoning. The family honor was apparently linked to the dog-eared notebooks that had been hidden by the family’s sons in peculiar places that were soon forgotten by everyone, including the person who hid them. Before Zakariya left the citadel, Shams Al-Sabah asked him to take away the trunks full of silver. She didn’t want the citadel to be a target for the brigands who already circulated fabulous rumors among themselves about the imaginary riches found in the citadel’s vaults. He advised her to wait before making any crucial decisions; they had to wait for Hanna and consult him. She pointed out simply that Hanna was no longer himself. She went on, “The flood didn’t just take the houses and the horses and the fellahin—it swept away the old Hanna and his past.” Shams Al-Sabah concluded her address to Zakariya with some energy: “Yours, too.”

         Shams Al-Sabah herself didn’t need anything. She had secreted away a small quantity of gold that would provide her with a respectable life. Three days later Zakariya mounted the iron gates on the citadel, carried away the silver coins in three large trunks, and hid them in his room in his family home. He left once more for the village of Hosh Hanna and reached Hanna that night. The door was locked, and there was no sound from inside. The servant told him that Hanna had packed up some provisions in a small bundle and left and hadn’t come back.

         It was clear that Hanna had left only a short time before. The plate of boiled bulgur wheat hadn’t gone moldy yet, and in the cupboard Zakariya found a nightgown that he knew belonged to Shams Al-Sabah, along with white cotton sheets stained with a few crusty drops of blood. For a moment, Zakariya was distracted, thinking how irrational it was to deflower Shams Al-Sabah after all these years. But he felt a glimmer of hope and hidden joy—his friend hadn’t renounced women forever, evidently. He folded the white sheet and put it into his bag. The following day he went to visit Arif. He wanted his friend to convince Shaha to go back to her family home until their new life was settled, and to try to dispel the fatal images that afflicted her every night. Zakariya hoped that Arif’s situation had improved by now.

         On his last visit two months earlier, his friend had been unusually morose. Bandits had raided his farm and looted it, including all of Arif’s savings that he had had in an iron box underneath his bedroom floor. Arif said that whatever they left, they had destroyed.

         Arif hadn’t told Zakariya the whole truth. He concealed from his friend that he had sold a large portion of his lands beside the river and bought shares in the Ottoman Train Company Ltd., an imaginary company that collected immense funds from train lovers. Arif had bought securities and shares in the Istanbul-Baghdad line and spent entire nights dreaming that one day he would own his very own train. But the company offices vanished suddenly, leaving behind a catastrophe for Arif and the other gullible shareholders, who couldn’t believe the story at first. After they discovered the scale of the disaster, they fell silent. They couldn’t find any means of retrieving their money from the fraudulent company—all its documents were forged. In two months, they had succeeded in collecting more than three hundred thousand gold liras. Arif’s share alone was over twenty thousand.

         Arif had never liked real estate and didn’t trust banks, but he had been amazed when he saw a train for the first time during a visit to Istanbul. He couldn’t believe that this awe-inspiring hunk of metal could run on iron tracks at such speed, and immediately he told himself that trains would be his downfall. He used to dream of a train carriage designed especially for him. He planned to take his friends on a trip from Istanbul to Aleppo, then from Aleppo to Baghdad, reeling off a list of the cities the train would pass through while his guests were wandering around in their nightgowns and cooking delicious meals in their compartments.

         On that visit two months earlier, Zakariya had reassured Arif and his family about Shaha, saying, “Everything will be fine, they’ll rebuild Hosh Hanna.” Arif said it would be a mistake to live in a place teeming with all those graves, but Zakariya didn’t want to debate it. He explained his point of view: the land where your loved ones are buried will haunt you—it’s not so easy to leave it behind. Zakariya had always felt that anyone who wished to get away from their family should take their graves with them when they left.

         Zakariya didn’t stay a second night. He left his despairing friend, feeling that his own grief was more than enough to deal with. After Zakariya’s departure, Arif stayed sitting on his wicker seat by the door of the salon, waiting for guests who never came. He considered his revenge on Azzouz Dara’ouzy, who had embroiled him in the deal. He took in the air silently and wondered how to recover the prestige of an agha. He was completely bankrupt and no longer had enough to keep body and soul together. He climbed the north road and stood on the elevation that looked out over his former lands. Returning to his room, Arif wept bitterly. He hid himself away in silence and wouldn’t respond to the questions of Yousef, his son who seemed suddenly older; there was no longer much to do after losing his enormous properties, and the small land that remained wasn’t enough to retain the family’s former influence.

         Now, returning again to visit Arif, Zakariya hoped that Arif had overcome his distress. He realized Arif’s losses must be more than he had admitted; it didn’t make any sense that he could go bankrupt in one night after the theft of a few hundred liras. The breeze was cool and refreshing, and the shy February sun gave Zakariya hope that everything would be better. He thought about Hanna. He was afraid of losing him; in recent times, he had learned the signs of a man about to cross the barzakh and renounce everything.

         Zakariya arrived at Tel Arfad, and the horse broker told him that Hanna had passed through their village yesterday, but then had headed along the deserted north road, having refused to talk to anyone. The broker added that he had had some trouble recognizing him at first; Hanna was barefoot and even skinnier than before. The broker had thought he was a madman, one of the ones who wander the earth muttering about the soul and the barzakh. Zakariya knew it was useless to search for a man in the open country, but he continued north all the same. He asked everyone he passed if they had seen a man carrying a bundle of white sackcloth and walking barefoot—so the horse broker had described him—but no one had seen him. And so Zakariya arrived at the village of Sharran once again and knocked on Arif’s door. His fourteen-year-old son Yousef opened the door and told him that his father was away, but he offered to put Zakariya up for the night. Zakariya considered this for a moment, but then said he would continue on to the citadel. Yousef informed him that he had seen Hanna two days earlier, close to Azaz. He had been walking barefoot and wouldn’t accept Yousef’s offer of help, but he was still the same powerful man.

         Yousef wouldn’t brook Zakariya leaving that night. He reminded him of the brigands who would see him as rich pickings; he would be forced to send escorts with him. Zakariya considered spending the night chatting with Yousef, who had grown a lot in the past couple of years; it was preferable to being escorted by guards with whom he wouldn’t know what to talk about.

         Yousef undertook all the duties of hosting Zakariya, behaving like a young and impecunious agha. The servant Mabrouk brought dinner, fed the horses, cleaned the carriage, and equipped it for the journey in the morning. Zakariya asked if he could sleep in the Grandfather’s House on the hill, which was now Yousef’s, where he had taken his sketches and his books.

         When Yousef was a young child, Arif had been afraid for him and circled his neck with protective talismans. Once he noticed his son sketching in the air and talking to himself. He sent for Mala Mannan at once and asked him for a hijab, an amulet for his son—not yet six and behaving like a crazy person. He lived in a world that wasn’t earthbound, told strange stories about peoples whose homes were annihilated, and whose animals had become extinct. Mala Mannan listened to the boy with a concerned expression. He asked Yousef to come with him to his house. There he brought him into a large room filled with books and spoke with him for hours. Yousef was delighted to be speaking with a man who knew so much about books. He told the Mala that he hoped he would go to school, and in his dreams he saw himself living in huge cities. A few days later Arif Sheikh Musa Agha arrived with his friends Hanna Agha and Zakariya Bey, dragging a cart of provisions and gifts, but Mala Mannan asked them to share these things out among the poor. He whispered to Arif that Yousef would go on to great things. He assured Arif that his son wasn’t suffering from an illness, but he had to send him to school. Hanna was filled with enthusiasm and enrolled Yousef at his own former school, entrusting him to the teachers’ special care. Yousef started down a new path, but in the end, Arif’s fear for his only son stopped him from allowing Yousef to remain so far away. He brought Yousef back to the village after his primary school studies, and immersed him in the concerns of the family land and its fellahin. But Yousef remained enamored of strange things. He no longer sketched in the air, but he never stopped dreaming of the other life he wanted to lead.

         Yousef was still grateful to Hanna and Zakariya for taking care of him while he was at school, and that night he saw an opportunity to return their kindness. He told Zakariya he had been surprised when he saw Hanna, adding fervently, “Hanna has reached the truth.” Zakariya ignored this comment, and Yousef left him to his silence and went back to daydreaming about his own life. When Zakariya dozed off, Yousef went outside to sniff the cold air. He decided that when his father came back, he would tell him about his uncle Hanna Agha’s visit to the village of Bulbul, because he didn’t believe the tale of the robbed savings—he knew the story of the train. He wanted to help his father, to give him an encouraging shake and assure him that what was left would be enough.

         Three days earlier the fellahin had told Yousef that on the land Arif still owned in Azaz, they had found a large skeleton of an animal they weren’t familiar with. Yousef didn’t wait to hear the rest of the details. He climbed into his carriage at once and went to see forty panicked fellahin gathered around the skeleton of a strange beast over thirty meters long. Yousef examined it carefully. Its bones were still in good condition. He lost no time and asked the fellahin to think of how to lift it onto the carriage, but he was afraid that it would come apart in their hands. They all spent hours thinking how to move it safely and came up with only one solution. They placed the skeleton on a large wooden panel, and Yousef used the horses to drag it to Sharran. While this was being arranged, Hanna had reached Azaz and heard all the commotion about a skeleton. He stood watching from a distance, and when he saw Yousef busy alongside the fellahin, he smiled. Hanna’s unexpected arrival was another miracle that Yousef took as a sign. Hanna regarded the skeleton thoughtfully and circled it several times. Then he told Yousef, “They are our ancestors whom we’ve neglected.” Yousef didn’t ask Hanna what he was doing in Azaz. He had already known about Hanna’s transformation from overhearing his father talk with his friends, other aghas who had asked Arif Sheikh Musa Agha to intervene and help Zakariya in recovering Hanna and assisting him in his misfortune.

         Yousef felt a deep spiritual kinship with the man who had paid out of his own money to send him to school, even though he had found the school’s strict regime unbearable. He learned to read and write and in his father’s fear seized an opportunity to go back to his village. He used to roam its meadows and pass a considerable time in the library of Mala Mannan, adding books he had bought in Aleppo to his grandfather’s library. Hanna didn’t keep him chatting long before he went on his way. Yousef followed after him and was taken aback when Hanna turned to him with a smile and asked to be left alone: in his sack he had some pieces of dry bread and a few raisins, and his heart would guide him along the path. Before he disappeared from view, Yousef saw him go downhill on the road toward Aleppo. In silence, he stood watching Hanna walking barefoot to nowhere.

         The skeleton arrived after a long journey that took more than twenty hours. Yousef could find no place for it aside from the large room in Grandfather’s House where he spent most of his time. As he cleared the jars of provisions away, Hanna’s words about ancestors still rang in his ears. Arif was used to his son’s peculiar hobbies, so he raised no objections. He had his own preoccupation: the noise of the trains that constantly echoed through his thoughts.

         On the first night, Yousef was afraid of the skeleton that was sharing his house. Oddities provoke stories and superstitions, and all Yousef could think of was convincing the fellahin to halt the digging they had been engaged in when they had found it and prepare ground elsewhere. But at dawn, Yousef left his mattress and opened the door to the large room. Light was pouring over the skeleton, making it even more bewitching. He touched it, and just then he felt a deep kinship with this creature of legend. He resolved to never forsake the skeleton of his ancestors, whatever happened. He moved the last sacks of food in the room to a disused grain store, he repaired the wide window, he cleaned the place thoroughly. He wanted to stay close to the skeleton all the time. He was deeply contented. Gone was his initial fear that had spoiled the awe of having a dinosaur skeleton in his possession—or so he called it, even though he wasn’t entirely sure that was what it was.

         Yousef offered to take Zakariya to see the skeleton. Zakariya promised that he would see it on another visit, but just then he wanted to hear more about Hanna. He was unsuccessful in this, as Yousef was busy with his performance of being a real agha, issuing stern orders to Mabrouk, the only servant left. After the rich dinner, Zakariya kept himself busy until dawn and left at the first ray of sunlight. He guessed that Hanna had gone back to the citadel, and he arrived there three hours later. When the servant told him that no one had seen Hanna there, Zakariya continued on to Aleppo and arrived before midday. As he neared his family home, he heard the sound of sobbing and the voice of a muqry reciting verses from the Qur’an. All at once, he realized that his father, Ahmed Bayazidi, had died.

         Zakariya blamed himself for being absent for the last five days: he had known his father was very ill and might not survive this time. He went inside the house and found Hanna presiding over the ‘aza next to his own brother-in-law, Hassan Masabny. His cousins all rose, kissed him, and offered their condolences. It was clear that the burial had taken place at least a day earlier. He learned that Hanna had been with Ahmed Bayazidi on his final night. He had sat a silent vigil by the bed of the old man, who had become restless at the angel of death’s delay; he didn’t want his exhausted body to fester any longer from waiting. At the end, Ahmed Bayazidi spoke a few words to Hanna, who watched in silence as the soul rose and slipped through the gaps of the tightly locked windows.

         Zakariya reached Hanna, who rose from his seat and embraced him closely. They both wept with a passion that the other men in the room, glancing furtively at them, couldn’t understand; they deeply disapproved of crying so hard over an old man.
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