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             The Tale of the Tale, or the Prologue, or the Preface, or Whatever Heading Novelists Typically Use to Introduce Their Novels

         

         THE WORLD IS SO STRANGE. The strangest things are the stories you overhear here and there. I had never once thought of myself as a storyteller, mind you, gathering people around me in order to tell them about something I happened to hear or see with my own two eyes. That would be a waste of breath because I’m no good at the art of narrative anyway, of telling stories at all. But sometimes life, this strange life we all cling to, gives us a job we never thought we were cut out for, and this strange life gave me an incredible job. To tell stories… to tell all of you a curious tale I once heard in a moment that was even more unusual than the story itself.

         I work at the Agricultural Bank, where I head up a division, which is to say I’m not the director or a worker or a mighty accountant whose task it is to balance the annual budget and then breathe a sigh of relief once the ledger is clean. The peasants got used to calling us experts, my colleagues and me. Our job was to trek out into the fields in Land Rovers, to ensure the state agricultural plan was being implemented properly, to survey the cultivated lands, and to dole out loans to the peasants, which might come in the form of seeds or empty sacks or other things I’m quite good at talking about; so much so, in fact, that I wish they could have been the subject matter I ended up writing about, because I would have been able to present you with a scientific treasure, replete with precise statistics. However, and there’s nothing shameful about this, really, I’ve undertaken something else altogether, namely, to write a story… That’s right, a story. Please don’t laugh… I’m already embarrassed enough to have embarked upon this kind of work in the first place. I’m definitely not cut out for it. It never occurred to me that I might pick up a pen and write literary prose one day instead of agricultural reports and explanations of the rural development projects, which I can slash and joust my way through like a knight in shining armour. On second thought, who knows? You might just wind up loving what I have to say here, because this isn’t something I made up, or, as writers like to say, this isn’t a product of my own thoughts or imagination, which is more often than not crammed with dry facts and figures. No, all there is to it is that I happened to hear what I’m about to relate to you, and I simply had to write it down. I’ll fill you in on the details later, as we used to say at the Agricultural Bank, my good people.

         It all started last winter while we were out on one of those exhausting expeditions, travelling by Land Rover between villages. There were three of us: the driver, my assistant Mr Tameem and myself. We had wrapped up our work in one village just before sunset and were about to take off for another called Abu al-Fida. In order to get there we would have to drive back to the narrow asphalt road, which we would then follow for a few kilometres before turning off once again in order to head east on a godforsaken dirt path. Even though we should have stayed the night in that first village, my idea, a burning desire really, was to be done with our last village before the following afternoon so we could get back to Aleppo as quickly as possible, which led me to insist that we go out in wet and stormy weather. By the time night had fallen, it was cold, pouring rain, and the sky was dark. The windscreen was coated in condensation from the humidity outside and the breath from the three of us trapped inside.

         We struggled not to let our fear show whenever the harsh wind and frightening downpour got so bad that we had to scrape the water off the glass with our bare hands so the driver could see the road. Although the two of them were trying to keep quiet, I could tell that my colleague and the driver wanted to scream in my face and accuse me of stupidity and recklessness.

         Things got worse still when the car broke down all of a sudden. I felt cold sweat dripping down my forehead, under my arms. The driver tried to restart the car several times, but to no avail. This workhorse of a Land Rover, which had got us out of sticky situations on more than a few occasions in the past, in much worse weather conditions, became immovable, a stubborn hunk of metal. The driver switched on his flashlight and hopped out of the car, lifted the hood and fiddled with the engine, spewing curses all the while.

         “Bitch, son of a bitch. Fuck this job.”

         I smiled and turned around, encouraging my assistant Tameem to smile as well, but he glared back at me with hatred in his eyes, then looked away and muttered repeatedly, “God help us.” He wiped the window clean with his coat sleeve and tried to get a look outside. Tearing that smile off my face, I followed his lead and peered outside myself, but my vision ran smack into a dark wall obscured by ropes of torrential rain. Flashlight beams leaking out from under the hood managed to provide some light.

         I jumped when the driver slammed the engine hood shut, shooting a derisive and vengeful message my way as he climbed back in the car, sopping wet from head to toe. Falling back into his seat, his face illuminated in the flashlight glow, he said through gritted teeth:

         “It’s no use, sir. The car’s dead.”

         For a while I remained silent, wishing he would switch off the flashlight so I could hide my embarrassment. They were staring at me as if I were a circus monkey, as if I could come up with a magical solution to our predicament. I asked him to switch it off, making up the excuse that we needed to conserve energy. I took a deep breath and mumbled a few scattered words that were meant to indicate to the others just how hard I was thinking about a fix, even though I was fully aware of how empty my head actually was, how utterly incapable I was of offering even the feeblest suggestion. One of the drawbacks to being a team leader is having to put up with the insults and sarcasm of employees without being able to tell them to stop; doing so would immediately cause them to erupt in laughter, and lead to losing their respect once and for all. I subsequently dreamt about that happening more than a few times, imagining Mr Tameem and the driver laughing at me as I drowned in embarrassment, tossing and turning in bed so violently that my wife had to wake me up and calm me down. 

         “What do we do now?” they asked. Because I had ordered them to leave the first village, to leave the warm shack, the guest house redolent with the aroma of bitter coffee, the seductive glances Merhej’s daughter threw towards Mr Tameem suggesting, to him alone, of course, so many many things… Since this was all my fault, it was now up to me to find an acceptable solution to the predicament I had got them, and myself, into.

         Before going any further with the story, I think it’s necessary for me to tell you something about Merhej’s daughter. I hope the reader will forgive me for making these detours, but I warned you at the outset that I don’t know the first thing about how to write stories in a properly literary fashion. Besides, I have to say what’s on my mind as soon as it occurs to me, or else the reader might miss out on some important details that I deem necessary, especially since I could then forget about them altogether.

         Now, this Merhej is an elderly man, fast approaching the age of seventy, and he’s married to three women. He does nothing all day but sit in Abu Jasim’s guesthouse—Abu Jasim, whom the government had appointed mukhtar after its previous village headman, Shaykh Aswad, passed away, and because they forbade his son from inheriting the position, as was generally the custom; this because for some reason Shaykh Aswad’s son was not well liked by the sub-district director of the Office of Peasant Affairs. Despite his marriage to a second, and then a third wife, Merhej had not been blessed with the birth of a son. And so his three wives seemed to be pregnant constantly, giving birth over and over until he came to have more than twenty children. Since there were no male children to work in the fields, he ordered his daughters to take care of the animals and planting and harvesting as well as to wait on us hand and foot whenever we came to visit. As a matter of courtesy he would order his daughters to see after our every request, fetching water from the well or picking up food from the main house or cleaning the guesthouse where we stayed and other chores like that.

         Mr Tameem would insist upon going to visit the village of Abu Jasim and his daughter whenever we had a job in that area. It didn’t take long for me to figure out what was going on. Merhej’s daughter was sending lascivious glances his way, smiling at him suggestively. Then she’d walk out of the guesthouse, and my colleague would follow after her a few minutes later, not coming back until after midnight. When he did finally return, he’d jump under the covers without saying a word out of fear that he and this girl would cause a scandal.

         But I was onto everything that was taking place. Although I was somewhat envious, I kept my mouth shut. My insistence that we persevere through stormy and wet weather that day might have had something to do with envy, with my extreme frustration at approaching fifty years old, nearly twice Mr Tameem’s age.

         I’d rather not cop to this, but those of you who are still reading right now deserve to know the real reason we stayed out there. I wouldn’t want anyone to imagine for a second that I was the head of a failed division.

         Let’s get back to our story, though. I’ve already explained how I was in an unenviable position. I could feel the pressure of their stares despite the fact that our eyes never met in the dark car, as I took shelter in the silence. What silence, though? The rain was pounding the car like chickpeas, making a sound that reminded me of popcorn kernels when they cook and split open and bang the pan they’re frying in.

         I opened the car door and went outside. That was all I had the strength to do. Suddenly I noticed that the darkness wasn’t so dark, that the sky was illuminated with dim light, the source of which I couldn’t make out. It was a light in the darkness, a light scattered in a single pattern, preventing the darkness from being pitch-black. I moved away from the car, in the direction we would have kept going if the Land Rover hadn’t broken down. My colleague and the driver weren’t concerned with what I was doing. Maybe they both thought acting crazy like this was the right thing for me to do.

         As I started to walk, I didn’t feel wet, much the way a swimmer feels while in the water, not noticing at all the fact that he’s wet, thinking instead about how to traverse the coming distance. My feet were searching for the dirt road created by the residents and the livestock of the village of Abu al-Fida. Whenever the topography beneath my feet shifted, I would adjust my course to the left or to the right. I walked without thinking about anything at all, discovering something else in the process: my rational mind. In order not to think about anything, no matter what it might be, but especially my physical safety, I started counting my steps. I continued to talk out loud and keep track of my steps until I heard the howling of wild dogs approaching. At that point I froze. Discerning the difference between the sound of my racing heartbeat and the sound of the storm coming down from the sky, I swivelled around and tried to figure out the direction the barking was coming from. But my God was that difficult, which is why I decided to just keep walking. The howling was getting closer, and for the rest of my life nobody will ever believe me when I say that I didn’t care. Why should I care about some stupid dogs after successfully getting away from the driver and Mr Tameem, who hated me so much all because of Merhej’s daughter? In that moment I also hated myself for coveting her.

         Just then the wall of water stretching between earth and sky was peeled away to reveal hundreds of animal eyes shining in the gloom: fixed, motionless, round, shimmering with phosphorescent colours, surrounding me on all sides. Muffled growls revolved around me as these creatures watched. What am I going to do? I thought, or rather, I blurted out loud, as if I could ask those eyes for advice. I didn’t know what to do other than to keep walking, with slow and sure-footed movements, without breaking into a run. People had always warned me not to run away from wild dogs. The dogs followed me, circling around me. Apparently they were searching for my most vulnerable point. But that’s a load of bullshit—my entire being was one big, walking weak spot.

         The dogs were tracking me from all sides, alternating between barking and growling. They sparred with each other as well, nipping at each other’s heels. I blubbered at them that not all of the guests had arrived for the feast yet. Then I noticed another pair of eyes in the distance out in front of me, most likely belonging to another wolf that had decided to wait and let me come to him, or maybe belonging to their alpha, to whom they had been leading me all along. Whoever it was, I was headed right for him. But would anyone believe me if I said that I stopped right there, stupefied, and the dogs stopped along with me? I felt warmth rising to my head and a violent shiver. It was the kind of shiver experienced by a man about to be hanged, the noose already wrapped around his neck, when they abruptly tell him he has been pardoned, that the law has just been changed. But that pair of eyes turned out to be two electric lamps beaming out through the window of a house.

         By the time I was a few metres away from that house, the dogs had started to retreat, as if their mission of delivering me there safely was complete.

         The house was unlike any of those we used to see during our visits to villages in the area. It had been built out of white stone, cut and engraved in the Aleppo style. There were designs carved into the stones above the front door and over the windows. I found the existence of the house strange, as if I were in some kind of a dream just before death, but there I was, standing there, while the dogs began to sniff each others’ butts, prancing around in the rain, entirely unaffected by it. What was the story of this house? How could it have sprung up so precisely at the moment when I most needed it?

         The windows were curiously large. I approached the one that was illuminated and looked inside. There was a large mirror reflecting the light outside, which is what had allowed me to see the lamp and its reflection from so far away. The room was cavernous, furnished in the style of wealthy urbanites: oil paintings hanging from the walls, elegant, comfortable furniture. Sitting beside a giant fireplace there was an old man dressed in black evening wear, staring motionless at the floor, his back hunched. Believe me, if the fireplace hadn’t been in use, blowing warmth and life all around, I would have thought the old man was dead. I drew away from the window, climbed the two steps up to the large, decorative front door, and rang the bell.

         A dignified man who was clearly from the city opened the door. He stood there for a moment scrutinising my appearance. He clearly found my presence there strange and wanted to ask what could possibly have brought me there. For what it’s worth, I also found his presence there quite strange. But instead, after informing me that he was the butler, he politely asked me, in a smooth accent quite similar to—but not quite—an Egyptian one, what I wanted. I told him how I’d got lost in the wilderness, how I would like to speak to the man of the house in order to ask for his help. To allay the butler’s concerns, I told him who I was, about my job and my assignment. He hesitated for a moment, and I thought he might not let me in. He shut the door and walked away. A few minutes later he returned to open the door once again and invited me inside.

         This house and its owners were strange. Everything about it left you confused. In the same way I had stood outside beforehand, marvelling at its very existence in these distant parts, I also stood inside, amazed by its elegance and neatness, marvelling at the owner; from the look of the antiques hanging on the walls, he had travelled the world without leaving a single foreign city unexplored, returning with valuable objets to hang on the wall or place on the shelves full of treasures. I’d ask him how it came to be that a man could leave the world behind, come here and build a fancy house that he lived in all by his lonesome.

         The butler showed me to the small room off the corridor that was used as a storeroom for old junk, where he invited me to dry off and change out of my wet clothes into others he had grabbed off the shelf for me. There was an electric heater with hot metal coils that the butler had switched on so I could warm up. I drew closer to it and stood there, fighting off the cold that had settled deep into my bones, the damp causing steam to start rising from my clothes. I quickly got changed, as the butler instructed me to do, because I was excited to meet the owner of the house.

         Then the butler showed me to the room I had looked into through the window when I was still outside. The old man had a hard time getting up to greet me. Although he didn’t smile, the man was very kind, and the warmth in his eyes comforted me, made me feel like less of a stranger in his beautiful treasure-filled house. To be sure, I’d say I felt much more at ease with the old man than with his butler; there was something unfriendly about him that made you feel he despised you.

         The old man was seventy years old, or thereabouts. He respectfully asked me what my name was and where I was from; this, despite the fact that I was certain the butler had already told him. He searched his memory and remembered other people with the same last name as mine, explaining to me how he had known them back in the day. Then he proceeded to tell me about his life, how he was alone in this world, that he didn’t have anyone other than his butler. He had run away from the city after having lived there for a while but then got bored, the same way he had got bored of hundreds of other cities he had passed through during his travels. Finally, he said:

         “After all the amazing things I’ve seen, life has taught me not to trust anyone, no matter who they might be. But, my brother, you’re different from the others. I can tell from what your eyes are saying to me. You’re my guest. Come and sit with me until this rain lets up.”

         I thanked him and then told him what had happened to me and my colleague Mr Tameem, how the car broke down and I’d had to abandon them for personal reasons. Then I asked him to send someone to look for the car and the people stranded inside. He immediately ordered the butler to do exactly what I had requested. After pouring us some tea, the butler took off right away. I could sense that the butler wasn’t too pleased about this, so I felt the need to beg his forgiveness. The old man and I were left to sit there near the fireplace, listening to old songs by Umm Kulthum as they played on the stereo in the corner nearest him. I watched how he would drift off into these songs from the Thirties or perhaps from the Forties. He drifted far, far away with the songs, “May God Increase Your Beauty”, “May Night Go On and On and Never Let Me Go” and “O, Neighbourhood Doctor”. I respected his silence and tranquillity, his desire to keep listening. Umm Kulthum’s songs came to an end and the broadcaster, or perhaps the one who had made the recording, announced that the next songs would be by Mounira al-Mahdiya. The band started to play, “He Can Forget Anyone But Me” followed by “Your Love Covers Everything, Sidi” and “The Best Time for Fooling Around Is After Dinner”.

         The atmosphere was electric. The warmth and the classic songs and the silence only added to the magic. Those melodies blended in with the sound of the old man’s breathing. Why did he enjoy listening to the oldies? He seemed taciturn by nature, but I wanted to get him to explain to me why he had decided to go off the grid like this and live in the middle of nowhere. When the recording finished, I asked him:

         “Tell me, respected sir, what made you come and live here? It may be impolite to ask but the question keeps nagging at me.”

         He raised his head, gazed at me with a gentle and resigned expression, and said:

         “You have every right to ask, my new friend, but mine is a long story. It would take a very long time to hear the whole thing. To tell you the truth, I enjoy telling it, and would love to have someone around who wanted to hear my stories, but my butler keeps me from talking too much because he says it’s better for my health not to.”

         “Please, old man, tell me the story. Ever since I was a little boy, I’ve loved stories. I’ve craved hearing them.”

         Handing me his cup, he asked with his customary gentleness:

         “Would you mind pouring me another cup of tea?”

         “At your service.”

         After pouring the tea, I dropped in two sugar cubes for him. After all, he was a diabetic. He sipped his tea with two shaking hands, which must have been the result of Parkinson’s, or something like that, I thought, and then he began to tell me his tale, which was the strangest thing I had ever heard in my entire life. 

      

   


   
      
         

             On the Margin of the Story

         

         I WANT TO JUMP AHEAD for a moment and inform you, dear reader, what happened both while and after these stories were being told. I stayed in the old man’s house for five days and five nights, because that’s how long it took the septuagenarian to get through all the events and details. He was quite generous and hospitable, without any skin off of his nose. That’s an expression I stole from some literary work. We stayed up very late into the night, catching some sleep during the daytime and not waking up until mid-afternoon. There were particular aspects of the story that kept me there that whole time, until the story was finished. I don’t want to get too far ahead of myself and give everything away before its time, but there’s no harm in saying that the butler tried to stop the old man from talking.

         By the time I finally made it home, my family had given up hope of ever finding me. The office had been searching for me with the assistance of the police as well as the efforts of dozens of village leaders whom I know and who know me as well. After heading off in search of the Land Rover and the driver and Mr Tameem, the butler came back two hours later to inform us that he couldn’t find any trace of the car. I concluded that the two of them had managed to fix it somehow and continue on their way to the village of Abu al-Fida. Later they would tell me how they had waited there for me until morning, but when I didn’t come back they went to get help towing the car. Unfortunately, the old man’s house didn’t even have a telephone from which I could call the office or my house during the entire time I spent there. Because what the old man was telling me remained so captivating, I forgot all about calling the city, and it never once occurred to me that they might believe I’d got lost in the wilderness on that stormy and rainy night, and had been eaten by wolves, which led to my colleague being hauled in for questioning. He remained under suspicion even after I finally made it home in one piece.

         The stories affected me so deeply that I felt as though they had become a part of my own life. My family felt the same way, especially my wife, who believed that something terrible must have happened to my mind because I decided to get out of the car in such frightening weather. But it was really nothing more than the fact that I was taken by those stories I’m about to narrate for you starting in the next chapter.

         All that’s left for me to explain to you is the form of writing that you’ll find here. As I mentioned at the outset, I’m not accustomed to writing literary texts or such modes of expression. All I’ve ever been good at is writing accounting reports that are only of interest to my bosses at the Agricultural Bank. Am I even capable of writing as long a story as this one?

         I was convinced that this story needed to live for ever in a book. As you know, the old man had reached a ripe old age and he had only a short time left. If it had ever occurred to him to write it down, he would have done so a long time ago and not allowed it to fester in his chest. That’s why I found myself facing this great and challenging task. How should this story, or these stories, be preserved? And who would have written them down, if I hadn’t done so?

         One day I heard about this well-known poet who was very good at writing prose, and so I went to see him, to ask him to listen to me tell the story so that he could then write it down in his own words. After I had convinced him to hear part of the story, he told me to stop, begged off writing, and wished me well. Truth be told, he did the right thing, because there is something in this story that offends common decency, as they say, despite my own belief that nothing can offend common decency anymore, not these days. Once I made it home, my preoccupations and fears about dying and the story dying with me became more and more pronounced. That’s why I decided to write it down myself. And yet, dear reader, I found that I am not very good at writing stories, so please forgive me. Just yesterday I opened up a literary book and discovered that the author had introduced his book with a caveat for his reader that the book wasn’t complete, as perfection is a characteristic of the Creator. If professional writers offer their own excuses, then certainly I can write now and apologise later.

         It remains for me to say that I tried going back to the old man’s house another time, but couldn’t find it again. I also tried once more in the summertime, relying on a compass and asking all the peasants and the shepherds where the house might be, but none of them could tell me anything. That was strange, of course, but I assure you that I actually showed up there on that stormy, rainswept night.

         So here you have these stories. You’ll find me emerging from the frame of the story in order to speak with the old man, to discuss what I heard with him from time to time, or you may find me describing the old man and his butler and the house where I stayed for five days, or you may hear me talking about the shocking events that happened to me there. So, I beg your forgiveness… and God is behind every good intention.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER ONE

            How Innocent Widad Appeared in a Photograph with the French High Commissioner

         

         THE OLD MAN SAID…

         “It all started on 27th September 1936…

         “The train was slowly pulling into al-Sham Station, its whistle blowing nonstop.

         “Widad didn’t stand up to look out the window the way most of the other passengers did. She was glued to her seat, trying hard not to make eye contact with the man sitting across from her, beside the compartment door, who was staring at her intently. She wished he would get up and stick his head out the window the way everyone else did as the Orient Express passed through the narrow tunnel. Her eyelashes fluttering, she stole a quick glance. She wished he would turn his eyes away from her, towards the sky, towards the first city buildings that had come into view, towards the trees that were slowly receding behind them, or even towards the picture of the Eiffel Tower hanging above her head in the wooden compartment. But he just kept on staring at her, which was particularly unnerving given how her mother had always warned her to be modest around men. He might have smiled at her if she hadn’t retreated further inward, pushing herself against the window, looking down at her hands, which were folded in her lap.

         “She abandoned her sense of sight, and was aware of what was going on by way of her ears alone. The train was coming to a halt, even as it continued to sound its whistle. She could hear the conversations of other passengers in the corridor, then some enthusiastic cheering, because the train was carrying several notable people, and it was expected that they would receive an ebullient reception. She wished she could get up to see the celebrations, but that man continued to gawk at her, threatening to ogle her behind if she stood. She had to remain where she sat until the train stopped, at which point she would be able to get away. But what if everyone except for the two of them disembarked from the train? She shuddered. Her forehead felt warm. She experienced a few seconds of panic, the kind of terror she used to feel on nights that were filled with thunder and lightning, when her mother would tell her what men were capable of doing to a little girl. But now her fear was due to something real, because there was a man sitting across from her, staring right at her, oblivious to all the other passengers who were amusing themselves by looking outside and shouting patriotic chants against France, cheering the returning delegation. Which delegation? What was the delegation? And why were they cheering for it? Where was it coming from?

         “She had waited on the platform at Maydan Ekbas Station for more than three hours before the train coming from Istanbul on its way to Aleppo finally arrived. They had sent Bayonet Abduh to see her off, a feeble-minded crazy boy whom they had given the name Bayonet because one day when he crossed over the border—Maydan Ekbas is located near the Turkish-Syrian border—a Turkish soldier stabbed him with his bayonet. From then on he walked with a limp, which led people to make fun of him even more. There was a third infirmity that made him seem even funnier to people: there was a gaping hole in his upper row of teeth that made him whistle unintentionally whenever he spoke. Before her mother died, Widad always had a good time with Bayonet Abduh when he came over to their house. He would come round often in order to do odd jobs for them, but also to amuse Widad, that sweet girl who would laugh and laugh whenever he moved or ran or spoke. He would joyfully lie down on his back and start giggling, his hands and legs flailing in the air. Sometimes, when she wasn’t paying attention or while she was laughing with her eyes closed, he would touch her and experience a strange sensation that left him feeling happy all day long, sapping some of his strength, which might send him to sit under a tree in the shade. She never understood what those caresses meant to him, what they did to him. One day when the village imam Shaykh Abd al-Sabbour saw what he was doing he scolded him and then chased after him with a pomegranate switch threateningly held high in the air. At the time Widad couldn’t understand the anger of the shaykh and his muezzin. She hated the shaykh. When he sat at her ill mother’s bedside whispering to her and staring at Widad, she became convinced that he was badmouthing her because of how much she hated him. That’s what she thought, anyway. When they were alone together at night, her mother would repeat warnings about men, but Widad never thought of Bayonet Abduh as being one of them. She never felt afraid of him. 

         “On the verge of losing Widad for ever, Bayonet Abduh spent those three hours waiting for the Orient Express in tears. Despite his impaired mind, he knew that Widad’s mother had decided to send her to Aleppo after her death. He saw Shaykh Abd al-Sabbour hand her an addressed envelope that contained a letter and some money, so she wouldn’t be left waiting all alone any longer than an eighteen-year-old girl could handle. The carriage that was supposed to pick her up was often delayed. In an attempt to beat back her sadness and make her forget her fears, he made her laugh the way he had always done. She was nervous of what lay in store for her. This was her first time travelling alone by train. Widad distracted him, too, chatting away the whole time, lying to him by saying that she would be back soon, knowing full well that she wasn’t coming back. And as the train rolled into the station, preceded by a long, drawn-out whistle, Abduh’s mood changed. Bayonet Abduh scampered around with glee at the sight of those carriages adorned with flags and banners, which caused him so much joy that the other half of his rational mind flew away altogether. At this point she started to cry even as he laughed harder, oblivious to her. It was difficult for her to get a grip on him, to calm him down, until she squeezed his hand firmly and dragged him over towards one of the undecorated cars. By the door she took his hand in both of hers, mustering up the courage to board the train and leave the village in which she had been born, and which she had never left before.

         “She hopped up onto the train and searched for an empty seat in one of the compartments. After stowing her suitcase on the overhead shelf, she sat down. Abduh stood there beneath the window. Rubbing the hand Widad had held just a moment before, he gazed up at her sitting there on the other side of the glass. Tears cut paths down her cheeks. Just before the train departed Abduh felt like he was the happiest person in the world and started hooting, giggling in order to make his little girl laugh in turn, but she kept on crying until the train left the platform. Once Bayonet Abduh and the train station were far behind her, she wiped away her tears and looked away from the window, immediately meeting the stare of the man who would spend the entire trip fixated on her without raising the slightest notice from any of the other travellers in the compartment.

         “She heard other voices that gradually blended in with the sounds of the train whistle and the passengers’ chanting and the screeching of iron against iron. The sound of music was approaching, getting louder, and she felt a sudden affection towards the station where the train was about to stop. Without even looking at the man, she quickly turned her face towards the window. A huge crowd of people had gathered to welcome the delegation arriving by train. They were chanting raucously, holding up banners and flags, waving towards the first few cars. A state music troupe started to play military marches. She smiled in spite of herself. This jam-packed reception had cheered her up.

         “‘They’re here to greet the delegation…’

         “She spun around instinctively, irritation written all over her face. The man was talking to her, having moved closer to the window as well. Just then the other passengers came in to get their bags, chattering and making a lot of noise. She thought about getting up, too, but she might bump into this man if she did, so she remained in her seat. It was the first time she had looked at his face up close like this. His eyes were red, staring into hers as if he wanted to penetrate them, as if he were marvelling at something that only she possessed. In that instant she felt that she had to get out of there. The situation was getting dangerous. She mumbled something from her seat, looking at him solicitously as if to ask whether she could get up and leave. Taking advantage of the fact that they were the only ones left in the compartment, though, he thrust out his hand and touched her face. She recoiled and started shivering as the music grew louder, feeling as though nobody would be able to hear her even if she shouted.

         “‘I beg of you,’ she found herself pleading.

         “His hand continued to roam around her cheeks, her chin, and her nose. She couldn’t calm down. Heat was spreading across her face. She saw no other option than to shove him away and run out of there. As he fell back into his seat, she grabbed her suitcase and rushed out. Looking back to check whether he was coming after her, she saw that he was just sitting there, smiling, elated. Fearing that he was about to pounce, she raced off, in search of somewhere she could jump down onto the platform. This was pretty near impossible, though, because the crowd was mobbing the train, blocking the exits on both sides. She had to zip from one car to another several times before she managed to find a way out.

         “The musical troupe continued to perform military marches. Crowds of people undulated through the station, rolling back and forth, until the platforms were jammed. Some people were forced to climb up onto the train, to leap up onto the roof and scamper over to the car where the delegation was about to disembark, just to catch a glimpse of them. When the head of the delegation peeked his head out—that was Hashim al-Atassi, by the way—he heard a powerful roar. Welcomers tried to slip past the French policemen to get closer to the train. But orders are orders. The policemen had been instructed to keep the people away from the car as the delegation descended so that High Commissioner Monsieur Damien de Martel would be able to approach and shake hands with the Nationalists returning from Paris.

         “The High Commissioner approached, in his gleaming white suit, his chest festooned with various medals and commendations. After Hashim al-Atassi drew in so close that the High Commissioner was able to detect the scent of Paris in autumn, he went on to shake hands with all the remaining members of the delegation; they disembarked from the train one by one, waiting on the steps until it was their turn to shake hands or embrace. Every time one of them appeared on the train steps, they would receive raucous applause and renewed chanting from the assembled audience. Although they had spent six days on the train, none of them looked worn out or overwhelmed from all the sitting and boredom. They had prepared themselves before arriving at Aleppo Station by trimming their beards, washing their faces, and changing their clothes. The sight of them was so affecting that a number of the greeters broke down in tears. Then His Excellency the High Commissioner invited them to pose next to him for a souvenir photograph. The photograph was composed to memorialise the fact that the delegation had just returned from splendid Paris to occupied Aleppo, arranged so that the train would appear in the background behind them. At the moment the flashbulb popped to illuminate the shot, Widad appeared on the train steps with her suitcase, which is why she can be seen in the photograph that was later circulated to all the local periodicals as well as newspapers in the capital. Her face looked so innocent there just above de Martel’s head. There are some who say they even saw her on the front page of French newspapers in Paris. The photograph was enlarged and hung on the walls inside the offices of the High Commissioner and the National Bloc as well as in some of the delegation members’ homes.

         “When the crowd noticed her standing there on the train steps, innocent and afraid, their voices started to die down and then fell silent, until nothing could be heard but the sound of the marching band, still being conducted by the swinging hands of Sergeant Samuel, who now turned in the direction of Widad. The members of the band were no more disciplined than he was, though, and although still playing, they, too, craned their necks to look at that peasant woman who had popped out of the delegation’s train clutching her ancient suitcase, a scarf tied around her head to keep her hair concealed from the eyes of men in the city. Even the ministers and urban notables who had shown up to greet the delegation were flabbergasted to see such a beautiful peasant woman. The mufti was the only one who tried to look away, but even he didn’t manage to do so, concluding that perhaps she was a djinn or an angel come down from heaven in order to safeguard the delegation on their journey, which was why there could be no harm in gazing upon her. The High Commissioner found that silence strange, and he wheeled around backwards. It took some time for him to comprehend what was happening, to understand what that young lady was doing there. Because of his stare, and the looks from members of the delegation, Widad’s confusion grew even greater. It seemed necessary for her to explain herself, so she hesitantly said, in a muffled voice:

         “‘I couldn’t find anywhere else to get out…’

         “At first the High Commissioner didn’t understand what the young lady had said, and continued to stare back at her like an idiot, but then everyone else burst out laughing at such an unexpected sight. The people of Aleppo have a good sense of humour despite everything that’s said about them. De Martel became convinced the whole thing was just an accident, so he thought nothing more of the peasant woman whose beauty had stolen the hearts of all the welcomers. The delegation was invited to get moving, the chants started back up, and the marches rang out once more. The French police forged a path for the delegation through the crowds that had started to surge forward because every person wanted to catch a glimpse of the head of the National Bloc, Hashim al-Atassi, who was also heading up the delegation, or at Saadallah al-Jabiri, the Aleppan native son and elegant politician. There were others who didn’t know where to look because it was quite rare for so many Syrian nationalists and politicians to be gathered together alongside the officers of colonial rule.

         “They left the station, led by the High Commissioner, whose white suit fitted tightly around his corpulent body, and followed by the people and the musical troupe playing a stirring military composition. It wasn’t long before Widad was standing on the platform by herself, her suitcase by her side and her anxiety subsiding. She stood there next to the train even as the engine continued to spew out its soft white steam. But she was unsure about what was going to happen to her, seeing as how she had never dreamt there would be this kind of reception in the vast city called Aleppo, whose men her deceased mother had always warned her about. If she were to find out down in her grave in the Maydan Ekbas cemetery how the men had welcomed her at the station, would she change her mind about them? she wondered. Widad shrugged her shoulders, silently answering her own question, and then took out the envelope with the address where she was supposed to go. She picked up her suitcase and walked out of the station. She stood outside, as the Maydan Ekbas imam Shaykh Abd al-Sabbour had instructed her to do, waiting for the carriage that would take her to her destination. But what cabs would be running at this hour? The square and the streets had all been deserted by the people she could now see far off in the distance, forming a huge crowd that accompanied the carriages and the cars transporting the delegation and the official welcoming committee, their chanting becoming indistinguishable from the tune played by the military band.”

         The butler walked in carrying a pot of hot tea. The old man suddenly fell silent, as if ceding the space for him to do his job of pouring the tea. But it occurred to me that the old man might have become silent because he was trying to keep something from his servant. Or maybe he just wanted to rest for a moment. Whatever the case, the butler poured the tea without making a sound, gracefully serving each of us a cup. If the old man had kept talking I wouldn’t even have noticed the presence of a third person in the room. Instead I sensed that the old man’s silence indicated that I should pay close attention to what the butler was doing. I was reminded of the uneasy feeling I’d had from the first moment he had greeted me at the front door. I kindly thanked him all the same before starting to sip the hot tea I couldn’t seem to get enough of; the cold had seeped into my bones during my long trek in the wilderness after I’d inexplicably walked away from the Land Rover. As soon as he left and closed the door behind him, the old man’s calm and mellifluous voice continued…

         
             

         

         “Widad stood outside the station for a whole hour, until the carriage being pulled along by a single horse arrived to pick her up. She handed the driver the address and settled into the back seat, placing her trust in this driver, a man who inspired confidence, and watched the city roll past.

         “She privately wondered how this city had looked to her mother eighteen years before.

         “Her mother had told Widad about that fateful day when she ran away from the city. She had hopped onto a train bound for the north, which she had caught at that very station one day in the midst of the Great War in which everyone and every country had fought. The war had been nearing an end, thousands of Turks were massing at the station, every one of them searching for a place on trains bound for Turkish territory. Veteran politicians, decommissioned officers, former governors, high-ranking bureaucrats in the Ottoman administration, men whom the Sultan had stripped of their pasha titles, one-time administrators from provinces and sub-districts that had been lost during the devastating military hostilities. The station was also filled with affluent women and well-fed children as well as the mistresses of military personnel anxious about their future.

         “All those people, unconcerned with their appearances, which they had once paid such close attention to, filled the platforms at the station. Under their arms they were clutching bags and suitcases, in which they had packed everything they could save or plunder from the provinces they once ruled. The convoys were arriving nonstop, and when there was no more space to set foot on the station floor, they unloaded their cargo from the carriages and the pack animals, which they later voluntarily set free, because the spirit is more valuable than any material possession. They filled the square outside the station as well. When the train arrived, they all surged towards it as one, shouting as they tried to find a way towards the doors in order to stake out a spot inside. Every person tried to identify himself, but who cared about ranks or titles anymore? Anyone who was able to get on one of the cars would then start wailing when he realised he had left behind a friend or a wife or a child…

         “It was only with great difficulty that her mother managed to find herself a place in one of the livestock cars. She was five months pregnant at the time, though her pregnancy wasn’t yet obvious, so in order to secure a space for herself she had to exaggerate the size of her belly. People took pity on her and helped her to get on board. From where she sat on the train she witnessed the painful conclusion of Ottoman rule in Syria.

         “The train didn’t start moving until night-time. Those on the run were trying to convince the conductors to get the train moving as quickly as possible. Rumours were flying at the speed of light about the worst possible consequences for anyone who got left behind. Enemy forces were encroaching on Aleppo. At first they said they had got as close as Khan al-Sabeel, then in the evening, news broke confirming that the English had taken control of Shaykh Saeed, on the outskirts of Aleppo, which distressed everyone and made many women weep. But her mother wasn’t concerned. She was an Arab who wanted to flee to Turkey before the borders were closed so that she could find Captain Cevdet, the Turkish officer who had helped make a baby in her belly just before getting called up unexpectedly to join his division, somewhere along the southern front.

         “Inside the train compartment, once everyone was able to relax, convinced that luck was on their side now that the train had started inching its way towards safer shores, the men discovered how beautiful her mother was. The train was moving very slowly because of its heavy load of humanity. All eyes started to burrow into her, tracking her every move, the eyes of men and women alike, hungry eyes, brimming with vengeance and jealousy. This denied her the freedom to think about her handsome officer, whom she loved so desperately, the one for whom she had given up everything. She had to keep her shame concealed the whole time. The compartment was so crowded that she had to continuously shove away all the men who wanted to rub up against her in the darkness, exhaling their warm breath in her face. In the morning the army rescued her from the hell of those men. When the train rolled into Maydan Ekbas Station to stock up on water and fuel, something pushed them past the point of no return, something so shocking and harsh and merciless that everyone raised their voices in disapproval, weeping and crying on each other’s shoulders before falling silent and being forced to go along with it: all civilians would have to disembark and continue their journey on foot so the army could transport its wounded and its supplies across the border as quickly as possible. As everyone else continued their journey into Turkish territory however they could, Widad’s mother decided to stay put in Maydan Ekbas.

         “The village station was the nerve centre, where the retreating forces would have to pass through on their way to the Turkish interior. That’s why she stayed there on the platform, waiting for the train carrying her beloved Captain Cevdet to arrive. Whenever another train rolled in from the south, she would jump to her feet, straining to see him, in case he stepped off. She spent days like this, but there was no sign of him. Finally the English soldiers started to arrive, chasing away and fighting the retreating Turks, which was when she realised that she had lost the Captain for good. So instead of going back to Aleppo, which was impossible anyway, she decided to rent a house in the village and stay there until she gave birth to her child.

         “In order to convince the people of the village to accept her living among them, her mother made up a story… a second life that was entirely imaginary. She would never tell them the truth, secretly burying it away for ever, and instead she led them to believe that she was Captain Cevdet’s wife, that her entire family had died in the war, and that she had been travelling to Turkey in order to search for her officer husband and his family but the arrival of the English and the ongoing hostilities between them and the Turks along the border had prevented her from doing so. Her mother was beautiful, graceful. The people of the village had never seen such a beautiful woman before, not even the wealthy Turkish women who would pass through town as they fled back to Istanbul. Her innocent face, her delightful way with words, and her tears that could make stones speak—what chance did those simple-minded villagers stand? What convinced them of her sincerity even more was the way she lived her life after giving birth to a beautiful little girl she named Widad. She quietly and humbly took on whatever work there was in order to feed and take care of her daughter. By the time Widad had matured into an attractive young woman who resembled her mother in her gracefulness and innocence and charms, the village seemed to have hardly noticed her. Some young men attempted to approach her mother in order to ask for Widad’s hand but she refused to marry her off; she wouldn’t let any of those boys get near the house except for that nutty kid, Bayonet Abduh, and that was only after she got to know him a little bit first. For reasons that weren’t clear, she constantly sowed the fear of men in her strikingly beautiful daughter, which led Widad to be nervous around them. When her mother was diagnosed with a horrible case of tuberculosis and learnt that she would die soon, she started talking to Widad about Aleppo and some of the people she knew there. She tried to express her affection for the city, wanted her daughter to go there after her death. She told Widad about a dear friend of hers named Khojah Bahira, and gave her a letter of introduction, but asked her to say nothing of that name for the moment, until she passed away, insisting that she avoid letting anyone in the village hear her mention Khojah Bahira’s name, and that she ask her nothing about her.

         “The carriage driver turned around and stole a quick glance at the young girl’s face, muttering mashallah under his breath. Widad stared out at the city streets with a mixture of sadness and awe. Every street, every intersection, every building reminded her of her mother. She imagined her walking down the street, arm in arm with the Turkish officer, or crossing the street alone in front of the carriage as she hunted for her man, lost in the Great War. But why had her mother refused to go to Aleppo? Why had she never brought her here, instead limiting herself to describing it and instilling in Widad’s heart a fondness for it? Nothing made any sense. Her mother was dead, leaving behind a thousand questions that confused Widad. Who was this Khojah Bahira? Why had their friendship remained such a mysterious secret? And why had she wanted Widad to go and see her after she died? As I just said, nothing made any sense in the mind of our beautiful young woman. It was as confusing as the layout of the ancient city.”
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