
		[image: 9781859644577]


		
			I’m Not Done

			The Story of the Man Behind the Most Successful Ad Agency in the Middle East

			Akram Miknas

			



I’m Not Done

			The Story of the Man Behind the Most Successful Ad Agency in the Middle East

			Published by

			Garnet Publishing Limited

			8 Southern Court

			South Street

			Reading

			RG1 4QS

			UK

			www.garnetpublishing.co.uk

			1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    10

			Copyright © Akram Miknas, 2019

			All rights reserved.

			No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review.

			First Edition 2019

			ISBN: 9781859644553

			British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

			A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

			Typeset by: Samantha Barden

			Cover image: Photographer: Loredana Mantello/Designer: FP7

			Printed and bound in Lebanon by International Press:

			interpress@int-press.com

			



Introduction



			Over the past few years, I have come to the decision that I need to tell my family and friends, and the people I have worked with, about my advertising journey. I think that my personal history is a reflection of the changes that have taken place in the Middle East in the business of communications and advertising. I believe that in some small measure I have had an impact on this history, as I have been an integral part of the process of evolution. 

			



Prologue



			‘God help you! God help you! Only God can help you now!’

			More than forty-five years have passed and the housekeeper’s high-pitched screams still ring in my ears as if it were only yesterday. She was beating her breast and wringing her hands as she wailed. I just stood and stared at the screeching woman across the bed on which lay my mother, still trying to hold on to her life with all her strength. 

			I ran closer to the bed; all I saw was her angelic face, which is still engraved deep inside me. She beckoned me with her hands. I ran towards her crying out, ‘Don’t leave, don’t leave, Mama, Mama, don’t leave us!’ I was hysterical and yet the tears were frozen in my eyes. As I watched her life slip away I felt that she took with her everything that was beautiful in life. For me, at that moment, the world was strange; it was already lost.

			Suddenly, all I wanted to do was to get away from the place, that dreaded room in which she’d spent her last few months. That house, which had never quite been a home for me, was the home of my stepfather, Khalil. The only love I had ever experienced there was that which my mother had lavished on me. I felt as though the walls were closing in. Everything around me felt dark and unfeeling. And through it all, like a jagged flash of lightning heralding an impending storm: the housekeeper’s screams.

			‘Come and look at her!’ she yelled at me. ‘Come!’ she beckoned through her weeping and tears. Her howling filled the house, piercing my skull and ringing in my brain. It’s a sound that sometimes still echoes in my ears with all its original intensity and, if I pause to think about it, I am plunged into that terrifying moment as if it were yesterday.

			I turned away and ran. I knew that my mother was gone forever, but I didn’t have the strength to approach her lifeless body. For several months I had known – we all knew – that she didn’t have much time left. Yet, that day, the reality of it caught me like an unexpected blow in the chest. The sobs rose like bile in my throat, but somehow I managed to control them and run, out of the house, away from the chaos around me.

			I escaped to the woods behind our summer home in Aley near Beirut. I could only think of one thing: my sisters. ‘Oh, God! Baria and Amal,’ I said aloud to the woods and the sky. ‘They’re alone now; what can I do to help them? I am responsible for them now. It has happened. This dreaded day. Mama had asked me to prepare for it, but I’m not prepared, I’m not!’ I forced myself to control my tears and tried to concentrate on Mama’s last wishes: for me to care for my stepbrother and sisters. I told myself, ‘I must be strong. Mama asked me to be there for Jihad and Nawfal as well. What am I going to be able to do for all of them? It’s a big responsibility. I must carry it. I promised Mama! How can I help them? Dear God, how can I help anyone!’ On the day that my mother died that’s all I could think of – that and the housekeeper’s screams still reverberating in my head: ‘God help you! Only God can help you now!’

			I kicked at the earth underfoot and threw stones at the trees. I thought of my mother and all that she had done for me and for others. She was always helping people. She ran a school for children in Burj al-Barajneh; she had even planned for my future. With a bitter laugh, I remembered that she’d just had a new suit made for me. I thought: she won’t see me wearing that! And yet she had always said to me, ‘Look smart. Be well-mannered, get a good education, go to university.’ At that moment I didn’t realise it, but this last plea from Mama was soon to become a mission for me. 

			At that moment my mind was all over the place. One minute I was recalling her words to me, the next I was thinking about Baria and Amal. Then I remembered that Mama had some land that she had given me. I remember wondering how much money I’d get if I sold it. Then I looked up at the sky and saw a plane flying; I thought, maybe I can become a pilot. 

			As all these possibilities played out I gradually calmed down. In my heart I knew I could do it. I could become a pilot if I decided to. In fact, I suddenly felt that I could be something more than a pilot – I could become whatever I wanted to be. With that small glimmer of hope, I returned home.

			My mother had taught me to defy barriers. She said to me that there was no wall bigger than the Great Wall of China, but even this wall has entrances. This became the motivation for my life. Throughout my life I have never thought that I faced barriers to self-realisation. The word ‘no’ does not exist in my dictionary. I always look at it as: how can I do it and get what I want?

			



Part One: Learning

			



Chapter One



			On 1 August 1961, Hekmat Abdul Hai Murad, my mother, died.

			She was a great lady. Her father had been the Chief Judge of Jordan; her mother, the daughter of Yusuf Pasha al-Hassan, a member of the village of Batoratij – the last appointment made by the Ottoman Empire in Lebanon.

			She was one of few women to gain a high education in Lebanon, and was able to persuade the Ministry of Education to open a girls’ school in one of Beirut’s poorest districts, Burj al-Barajneh. Within four years, this school became one of the largest in Beirut. All the students and staff loved her; she always urged me to mingle with them, and treat them as sisters.

			I recall what she once said to me, ‘Do not accept failure. If you fail, quickly try again; again, a second, third and fourth time if necessary.’ She told me the story of Alexander of Macedonia who stood on the walls of Tyre after failing several times to break into it. He watched an ant on a tree as it tried to climb and fell, but tried again and again, and eventually reached the top. Then Alexander said to himself: is this ant better than me? Stories like this have sustained me through my life.

			I had been the light of her life, her pet and her beloved son. I was mischievous, and had been thrown out of a number of schools; and I had been in and out of all kinds of scrapes. Yet she lavished all her affection and love on me. No one ever loved me as unconditionally, as purely, and selflessly, as she had. She wanted nothing but the best for me. I attended several schools, including the Choueifat, one of Lebanon’s oldest private schools, before my mother enrolled me, at the age of thirteen, in the International College of the American University. To this day it is one of the best schools in Lebanon, the Arab world and the region as a whole. It was an important move in my life – as if my mother was reassuring me, before her death, to stay in a prestigious school. I think she knew that this school would play a decisive role in my self-realisation, in giving me creative goals and high values.

			In the summer sunshine on the day of her funeral, I stood up to talk about her. I don’t remember the words I said. I had pushed my sorrow and tears down into a space in my mind and shut them out. All I felt deep down was a heaviness in my heart and an ache that after all these years has still not left me. I wanted to be a man and felt that God wanted me to be one too, so I stood firm despite the deep sadness in me. For some inexplicable reason, I felt that I was responsible for her death. To my still immature mind, the fact that I could not have been blamed for the breast cancer that took her didn’t come into play. I looked at all the people around the grave, many of whom she had helped, and at that moment I felt that they too were all responsible for her death. 

			When I finished speaking, I looked at the crowd of people gathered to pay their respects to my mother. My heart leapt. There among the mourners, with a hand on each of my sisters’ shoulders, was my father, Rashad Miknas. At this moment I felt his paternal tenderness, and was convinced that he would do what he could for us. The fear of total abandonment was, in that instant, relieved, and a quiet sense of peace filled my heart.

			I stepped down to join the mourners and let another speaker take my place. Just as I was beginning to feel a little calmer, behind me I heard my stepfather whisper loudly to someone, ‘Poor boy, he is finished.’ To this day I don’t know if it was said in malice or if he really felt I was done for. At that time, I felt he wanted me to hear him, and my whole being recoiled as if I had been slapped.

			I turned around to look at him. My stepfather, Khalil, was a tall man with a hooked nose, a high forehead, receding hair, and large brown eyes. His lips were turned down in contempt of me and my condition. I saw no sympathy – not even the slightest hint of tenderness towards the son of the woman this man was supposed to have loved. He obviously envied my mother’s love for me.

			In that instant, I decided, I was not finished. I had just started. This feeling settled on me with rock-hard resolve. Since then and throughout my life, whenever I face any difficulty, I remind myself that, ‘I am not finished.’

			***

			After the burial service and ceremonies, I rushed to my father’s side. He embraced us all, my sisters, Baria and Amal, and me. 

			My sisters were crying, ‘What will become of us? Where will we go?’

			My father comforted us. ‘Don’t be afraid, Akram, I know your fears, I will not leave you or your sisters,’ he said. ‘You will come and stay with me.’ 

			He turned and walked up to my stepfather and the other older people in the household to inform them that he would now be taking care of us.

			While the older people were talking, my sisters clung to me, finally breaking down completely, their tears and sobs flowing.

			‘Even if we stay with him, what will become of us?’ Baria asked. She was desperate and lost, and my heart went out to her.

			‘We won’t have Mama any more,’ Amal added, weeping openly.

			There they were, two young girls adrift and in need of an anchor. Their tear-stained faces were red from crying. I had to give them hope, although right then I had no plans and no hope myself. I put my arms around them. ‘Why are you worried? Dad is here, he is going to look after us, and I will always be there to support you.’

			‘How?’ Baria, begged, ever the practical one.

			‘What can you do?’ Amal chimed in. Although she was the elder of the sisters, she was shy, scared and easily discouraged.

			‘We will think of something. I am a man. I will educate myself, I will work. I will do whatever it takes. I am your brother. Never forget that. Even when you have no one in this world, you will always have me.’

			They both held on to me even tighter. Words cannot even begin to explain what we read in each others’ eyes and the feeling of that embrace. And so we stood for an instant, our arms around each other, three children between sixteen and nine years old preparing to take on whatever the future had in store for us.

			Jihad and Nawfal, my half-brother and half-sister from my mother and stepfather, stayed with their father and I saw very little of them until we were all much older. My sisters and I went back to our father’s home in Tripoli, Lebanon. He was a jeweller and reasonably well-to-do with a comfortable life; but he’d married often and had many children, so there wasn’t that much to go around.

			After the burial, we all returned with my father to his home in Tripoli, where I had been born on 29 May 1944 and where I had lived for six years before my parents separated. When they separated, my mother decided to live in Beirut, with me and my sisters, in Burj al-Barajneh. Growing up with my mother, we three children had the privilege of the affection and protectiveness of a virtuous mother who was generous and ambitious. She was a fighter and a believer in permanent work and activity. Her humanity, love and passion for culture and science had a tremendous impact on our upbringing. She knew exactly how to build her future and the future of her family, society and country.

			After she died we went with my father to live in his large penthouse in a building that he owned, set on a hill, overlooking the Abou Ali river in the Abou Samra area of Tripoli. This time we were not there for a holiday, but for good. There was a well-kept garden in front, but the area behind was unkempt and overgrown with weeds and wild plants. It was like a small wood. There were days when I would escape to this place and for a few hours pretend that I was a young boy again. I’d climb trees, listen to the birds, run around and just be free. Sometimes, to ease my agitation, I would throw stones at trees, into the distance, anywhere. This had a calming effect on me. There are times, to this day, that I still resort to it when I’m deep in thought. It was a period in my life when the realisation that I needed to do something, anything, to take care of my sisters had set in motion a restlessness that has stayed with me since then. 

			***

			For a brief while that fear of being left stranded and abandoned was held at bay; my father showered me with kindness and love when we first started living with him again. He was sorry for me and the only way he knew to express it was by hugging me or drawing me close, putting his hand on my shoulder – simple acts of sharing my pain without saying anything.

			We spent a few weeks with my father while his wife, who was twenty-five years old, was on holiday with her children at her family home in Homs, Syria. So for those few weeks we had our father all to ourselves. We were able to bond, talk and reconnect with him. I discovered that the man I called my father, Rashad Ahmad Miknas, was a warm person, not highly educated, but nonetheless wise, successful and with a heart of gold.

			About a week after our return, my father called me into the living room. His face was deeply serious. He was a handsome man of medium height, with sharp features, arresting eyes, and a charming smile, which he used generously. He was a self-made man and had struck out into the jewellery business after breaking away from his father’s business, which was running a Turkish bath in the jewellery souk in Tripoli. Although his education was very basic, he was intelligent and had even taught himself a little English. As far as the jewellery business was concerned, he was completely self-taught. His smile and his good looks made him a success. And he did well by it. 

			However, there were no smiles for me that day. ‘Sit down, we need to discuss your future,’ he said, nodding at the chair next to the sofa on which he was sitting. He absent-mindedly twirled the prayer beads that he often held in his hands.

			I was nervous but sat down without showing any sign of my inner trembling. ‘Yes, Dad.’ I leaned forward to listen to him.

			‘What do you want to do with your life?’

			‘I’ll think of something. I mean I am now responsible for Baria and Amal, not just myself.’

			‘Don’t worry about them, son. First take care of yourself. I will look after them and their education. It’s you I’m concerned about.’

			‘Where will they go to school?’ I whispered, hoping that he would put them in a good school.

			‘Here, in Tripoli’ he responded, ‘I’ll enrol them in the American School. They’ll be in boarding so they’ll be OK. And they’ll be home on the weekends.’

			Those words put me at ease. I took a deep breath. ‘I want to be a pilot,’ I told him in earnest.

			‘You can’t just become a pilot,’ he informed me, ‘You are too young, there are a lot of studies that you need to complete.’

			‘I know,’ I said, ‘I do want to study and do well.’ I was aware of the fact that I couldn’t just leap into the profession.

			‘That’s good.’ He nodded. ‘It will be good if you join me in the jewellery business. I see you as a personable young man and I think you’ll do well.’

			‘I’ll think about it,’ I replied, ‘but Mama told me many times that I should go to AUB [American University of Beirut] and I want to go, not only to fulfil her wishes but to achieve something.’

			He didn’t say anything. I think the idea made him uncomfortable. He knew that my mother was one of the few women in her generation who had been to university, and was among the first women to graduate from the University of Baghdad. Education was very important to her, always had been, but my father didn’t consider it that important.

			Back in August 1961, I could never have imagined the life that eventually played out for me. As far as my sisters were concerned, my father did take care of them as he had promised. That immediate burden was temporarily lifted from my shoulders. Although my mother was a very strong woman, I grew up in a culture that believed and still believes that girls are fragile and need to be looked after, and that was my father’s thinking too. That summer, he secured their admission into the American School in Tripoli as he said he would. I was left to manage on my own. The world seemed a bleak and lonely place and the only comfort came from my father.

			As soon as his wife returned from her holiday, she took one look at me and I could feel the venom in her eyes. ‘What are they doing here?’ she demanded of my father.

			‘Their mother just died,’ he explained, challenging her with a look. ‘They’re my children and I’m all they have.’

			She bit her tongue at that time and held back. But I had seen the pure hatred in her. She tried to hide it, but it came out in fits and spurts.

			‘You’re spoiling him,’ she said to my father one day as he continued to pay a lot of attention to me and even hugged and caressed me in front of her.

			He was firm. ‘Leave him alone. The poor boy has just lost his mother.’ 

			She glared at me. Her eyes drilled their animosity into my head. I ignored her; I knew she envied his affection for me.

			More than a sullen resentment, I could feel that there was real jealousy in her, the kind that steals people’s souls away. Some people have such a strong sense of self-preservation that their humanity leaves them. Any thought that I was just a teenager, with enough emotional problems to deal with at the best of times, that I was alone and perhaps lonely, didn’t cross her mind. She resolved to get rid of me.

			She saw us as snobby city kids, smarter than her own children. She had that small-town suspicion of city people, and obviously hated the fact that my mother had been a well-educated, elegant and respected woman. Rashad’s wife was from Homs in Syria, married to a man who was her senior and had children from three previous marriages. 

			When my father wasn’t around she said nasty things to me, such as, ‘Because of you, your mother died.’ I said nothing. I kept quiet, gritted my teeth and concentrated on reading the schoolbooks that I had brought with me. I would run away to the open space behind the house. I’d kick the trees or throw stones with all the force I could muster. I had a burning rage inside of me and against the world. I fought with myself. ‘I will not cry. I will not cry,’ I promised myself.

			***

			‘She hates you, more than us,’ Amal said one day when we’d all gone to the woods, which was a refuge for us, away from her.

			‘I don’t know why,’ I replied. ‘It’s not as though I’ve said or done anything to her. She’s just mean. Sometimes I think of running away.’

			‘What about us?’ they both chimed in. ‘Don’t leave, Akram… don’t leave us, please don’t leave us!’

			‘What will we do without you?’ Baria demanded. ‘You said you’d be there for us and here we are with the first bit of trouble and you’re ready to run!’ Her fear made her angry.

			‘Don’t say that!’ I shouted at her. ‘I told you I will care for you and I will.’ I paced around in the woods. After a few seconds I forced myself to smile. ‘Look, I’m telling you, I will not abandon you. Dad is there for you. That woman doesn’t seem to hate you as much as she hates me. I want you both to remember that I’ll always be there for you. But you have to learn to be strong, too. I may not always be physically present. All I know is, first I must get myself on track and then I will be able to take care of you. OK, Baria.’ I grabbed her by the shoulders and forced her to look at me. ‘We have to support each other. Amal, you need to look out for Baria, and you, Baria, you have to listen to her. There will be times when it might seem as though I have forgotten you. In fact I’m sure there will be days when you’ll think that I have left you. But you both will always be here!’ I thumped my chest.

			‘Why are you saying this?’ Baria exclaimed, fear making her eyes grow large.

			‘I don’t know.’ I shook my head. ‘There are days when I feel I can’t take this any longer. But I do know that the most important thing for me is to get a good education, no matter what.’ Perhaps I had a premonition of events to come. It was one of those days when the determination and anger inside of me boiled up.

			‘Dad will look after us, Akram is right,’ Amal said, trying to look on the bright side. ‘I know that he will. Look, he’s already got us admission to the American School and he bought us new dresses. He loves us. He really loves us.’

			‘I do, too,’ I said, hugging them. ‘I want you to remember, no matter what happens, I will never let either one of you down. Promise me that you will remember this.’

			‘We promise,’ they said, their faces sombre.

			Although Baria was younger, she was the stronger of the two and I could see a firm resolve settle into her eyes. She was a determined girl. I looked at Amal; she was still so delicate. We hugged each other fiercely – not saying anything more, just fighting the emotions that were threatening to break our dams of resolve.

			***

			One morning, a few days later, my father’s wife offered me some food. I was surprised and thought perhaps she’d had a change of heart, so I suspected nothing. I took it to our room, where we usually had our breakfast. We three were given a room slightly detached from the rest of the apartment. It had a common bathroom just outside. And, once my father left for his work, we were expected to stay there and not interact with the rest of the family. Baria was with me and had also been given a similar bowl; I don’t recall where Amal had gone off to. 

			Not suspecting anything, I ate a few mouthfuls. A terrible fiery pain and the feeling of grit in my mouth made me spit out the food. Baria, who had taken just a spoonful, spat her morsel out immediately. There I saw it – pieces of broken glass and freshly flowing blood. I rushed into the bathroom with Baria at my heels. I vomited and saw more glass pieces. I spat and spat. Rinsed my mouth with cold water. Then she leaned over the sink and I made her spit out the glass too and wash her mouth.

			Fortunately Baria hadn’t taken anything in. I vomited a few more times. I might even have swallowed some glass, I don’t know. This woman was so far gone that she was prepared to kill me. I banged the door, shouted at Baria, ‘Go! Just leave me alone!’ I burst out. I didn’t want her to see me as I was on the verge of breaking down. I rushed out of the house to the woods at the back. I vomited some more and then, because it was an unsightly mess, I kicked some mud over it. I picked up pebbles and stones and rocks and flung them mindlessly at the trees until I was exhausted.

			I knew that for my father’s sake and for my relationship with him, it was best that I leave his house. Even if I were to be promised that this would not happen again, there was ill feeling and she had evil plans towards me.

			I finally extinguished my anger in the woods, returned to my room, sat on the floor and held a pillow against my chest until the pounding in my heart and head eased up. When I could finally think, I took stock of my situation. That witch, I thought, she’ll do anything to get rid of me. Next time I may not discover it until it’s too late. If one thing burned inside of me with any ferocity it was the need and knowledge that, not only would I survive, I would do well. I decided that my future lay in Beirut, not in Tripoli.

			I began to seriously reorientate my emotions. I told myself I would not dwell on unpleasantness. I would move on. I had either to deal with an obstacle or find a path around it. My father’s wife was one of those obstacles that couldn’t be dealt with head on.

			I rummaged in my pockets and found that I had about five Lebanese lira to my name, the equivalent of two and a half American dollars. I assessed my situation and packed the few possessions I had: some shirts, the made-to-measure suit, with enough cloth in the seams so that it would last for two to three years. How thoughtful my mother had been! What foresight! She’d had these items made because she knew that she was dying and wanted to ensure that I would always be well dressed – a final act of love for me, her beloved son. I wore that jacket for many years and treasured it as if it were a part of her. When I wore it, I felt I still had her embrace around me, keeping me safe.

			Along with my precious jacket, and a couple of neckties, I collected some other small items like underwear, socks and toiletries. I made sure that the things I packed were all undeniably mine so that my father’s wife couldn’t accuse me of theft. I collected these items and wrapped them in a small, thin mattress. Being practical, I didn’t rush off without a plan in my head. I thought I would need somewhere to sleep and should at least have a mattress.

			Whenever I am faced with a difficult situation, I immediately try to find a solution. I don’t dwell on the difficulty itself. This has been my saviour every time – my ability to be realistic and yet always believe in that ‘light at the end of the tunnel’. Every time I have looked for it in earnest, I have found it. It is true what they say: ‘In your darkest moments the light really does appear.’

			I put the rolled-up mattress on my shoulder, slung a small bag with other things and my schoolbooks over my other shoulder, and stepped out of the room. I looked around; there was no one in sight. Even Baria, obeying my last shouted request, had disappeared. I wanted my departure to be quick and quiet. I tiptoed down the stairs, and hurried out onto the pathway from where I practically ran down to the main road below, leaving my father’s house, without a backward glance or a farewell. 

			***

			It took me three hours to walk down to the intercity bus station with my bundle on my back. I kept looking over my shoulder and walking as fast as I could. I was afraid that someone would discover that I had left, and force me to go back. I knew the worst was behind me. Things are looking up, I told myself. You’ve made a decision and you’re going to be fine.

			I believed I was on the road to freedom. Every step I put between myself and my father’s wife was a step towards hope. By the time I reached the bus station I was feeling almost upbeat and happy. I had escaped!

			I checked the schedule and caught the first bus to Beirut. That cost me one lira, and with a smile on my face I mentally erased what had happened in the past few hours. I looked to the future. It was an open road and I was heading for Beirut and new possibilities.

			The green landscape rolled by on one side and the blue sea on the other, but I had no eyes for such sights. All I could focus on was getting back to school and re-joining, no matter what it took. In spite of all the pampering of my childhood, the unrealistic life I’d led until the point when my mother died, I now faced the reality that I was on my own; and I was determined to get an education.

			



Chapter Two



			When I arrived in Beirut, I was tired but excited. I hauled my bundle onto my back and walked for another hour until I reached the school. I was on home territory and the school was a beacon of promise. My school, International College, or ‘IC’ as it is still popularly known, was the best school in Beirut and the Middle East. The students who attended it were from the most reputable families in Lebanon and the Arab world. There were students from neighbouring countries like Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Iraq… from further afield, countries like India and Iran. Even one of the Shah of Iran’s cousins was a student at the time I attended.

			I have to continue my education. It is the only thing. These thoughts consumed me. As I made my way to the school, it was this burning desire that drove me on.

			When I finally got to the school, I ran through the gates in tremendous joy. I had arrived safely. My future was assured. I was going to make it!

			I stopped short. It was so quiet. Where was everyone? Then I realised it was the summer holidays and school was closed. Was I disappointed? Shattered? No, none of this had the power to put me down. I knew that Mr Ed Sullivan, the head of the boarding school campus, had to be around, and I was sure in my heart that he would find a place for me. I knew that if I thought positively, things would work out. Eventually this became my mantra and has carried me through many tough moments in my life.

			When I found Mr Sullivan, all the pent-up emotions of the past few weeks bubbled up and I blurted out my story, ending with the plea, ‘…I can’t live with my father because he’s far away in Tripoli, please sir, you have to take me in, you have to find me a place, it is very important for me to continue my education.’ I told him my fears for my sisters, everything, except the attempt on my life. The words flowed out in a rush. I desperately wanted to continue attending IC and I wanted to stay in the boarding school; and that to me was the only possibility. I felt safer away from Tripoli and far away from my father’s wife. I rattled on, breathless with urgency. By the time I finished I was trembling.

			Sullivan was a calm and measured man. He sat down and made me sit down. Then, biting on his pipe, he looked directly at me and said, ‘Does your father know you are here?’

			‘No! Please, please, I don’t want him to know.’ I pleaded with him, fell on the floor and clung to his legs. ‘Don’t tell him! I cannot go back. Please don’t call him.’

			Mr Sullivan calmed me down and reassured me. He then left me alone for a while, and decided to call my father and inform him that I was safe. My father told him that he would come immediately to Beirut to find a solution and take me back to Tripoli. 

			When I heard the last sentence I began to cry, and revealed to Mr Sullivan what happened to me with my father’s wife and why I had run away. I said to him, ‘Please, sir, do not send me to my death again, let me work as a servant, please do not send me to my death.’

			***

			My father arrived in Beirut early the next day. He was very moved. His English was weak so I had to translate what he was saying to Mr Sullivan. It was clear that Sullivan had thought about it overnight and had decided that he would not allow me to return to Tripoli.

			He said to me in English, ‘Why don’t you tell your father what his wife did?’ I replied, ‘Please do not do that, I do not want to ruin their relationship.’

			‘Your son is a good boy,’ he told my father. ‘It is clear that your wife does not want him. I have no objection to him staying with me for a week or two until the school opens its doors and we try to find a place on its campus.’

			But my father insisted that this was not logical and that he would leave no room for his wife to bother me or hurt me.

			‘I hope to register his sisters at the American School for Girls in Tripoli for them to stay in the boarding school,’ he told Mr Sullivan.

			I insisted that I wanted to stay at IC and that Mr Sullivan had offered to support me.

			My father reluctantly agreed and offered Sullivan some money to spend on me.

			Sullivan said, ‘Give it to Akram.’ And my father gave me 25 lira.

			‘OK,’ said Mr Sullivan. ‘You can stay with me until the end of September. But,’ he added, a little mock-seriously, ‘you’ll have to help around the house.’

			Overnight, I went from being a spoilt child who had never done housework to someone who was helping to clean and tidy an apartment. We worked together and in no way did he make me feel beholden to him. I was so grateful that I willingly helped him. He had a flat off campus and a one-bedroom suite on campus so he could stay and supervise the boys in the boarding school.

			Life throws many strange people one’s way. On the one hand I had people connected to me like my father’s wife who wanted to kill me, a stepfather who had no faith in me and didn’t want to have anything to do with me; on the other, here was a stranger who was ready to open his home, his heart and his generosity to me.

			***

			When the school year started, Mr Sullivan saw my grades. He called me to his room. His face was stern and his voice serious: ‘Your grades are not good.’

			This was true. I had no argument. I was negligent and carefree in school, and hadn’t really applied myself to my schoolwork. That meant I wouldn’t be eligible for a scholarship. Another obstacle. What now? 

			I went to Sullivan and said, ‘I am very sorry, I relied on my mother and loved her completely, and so I have been careless with my studies. I promise I will change and become a completely different person. Now, I feel a tremendous responsibility and I will show you and everyone else that I can be an outstanding student – as outstanding as you want me to be.’ And so I continued to stay with him. 

			Off campus, Mr Sullivan became a friend. He was a good, kind person with a sense of humour and an easy manner. He said to me, ‘In school I’m Mr Sullivan, but outside school you can call me Ed.’

			After five weeks of living at Ed’s, he came back one day and said, ‘I have good news and bad news for you.’

			‘What’s the bad news?’ I asked him as calmly as I could, although my heart was beating and my mouth dried up.

			‘The bad news is you have to vacate my flat.’

			Inwardly I crashed, but I kept my positive face. ‘What’s the good news?’

			‘Well,’ he said, smiling, ‘the good news is that one of the boarding students was dismissed and they have decided to give his place to you.’

			A new beginning! I jumped up and flung my arms around him. He hugged me back as tight as he could. The next moment I suddenly felt sad. Although it was something I had been hoping for, I realised that another phase of my life was over. There were mixed emotions on both sides. Ed Sullivan had never married and had no children of his own. I guess for the short while that I stayed with him, he experienced what it might be like to have a son. So, he too was sad to see me leave. After that initial hugging and exclamations of delight we laughed and celebrated. 

			***

			Moving into the boarding school provided many opportunities. Among these was meeting and getting to know new schoolmates and making new friends. I became a passionate student, and at the end of the first term my results were the best they had ever been. It was a pity my mother wasn’t around to see what I could do. Now that my grades were good, I felt good about myself. In fact I began to think of myself as superior to everyone. I felt, I am clever, I am more able. 

			After the third semester Mr Sullivan recommended me for a scholarship. However, for a combination of reasons, they couldn’t give me a full scholarship and were only able to grant me student assistance. This meant that 20% of my fees were paid; certainly better than nothing.

			As a result of my self-confidence, I also became very naughty. I was considered the head of hi-jinks. I lead the boys in all sorts of mischief and especially the ‘orange fights’. At mealtimes we were given coupons that entitled us to take certain food items from the canteen. The standard menu included a soup and either chicken, fish or an omelette, and to round off the meal we had a choice of fruit or cookies and sweets. I came up with the idea that our gang could hide their fish or chicken in the soup so that we could take both, but it would seem that we had taken only one; and then we had extra coupon money for more oranges. This way our team would have a bigger arsenal of oranges and I would organise the orange fights on the campus. By the time we were done, the place was littered with orange peel and smashed oranges. Juice was splattered on walls and on the ground. 

			With hindsight I think I indulged in the naughtiness to gain respect. At that young age the boys who were considered ‘cool’ were usually wealthy. I wasn’t rich and I needed to make my mark in some way. I felt the need to be superior. I was ambitious, and it was not just through mischief that I sought to elevate my status. I became a scout patrol leader, head of photography, head of the drama club and of other societies. I also joined the Ushers, who were like prefects in charge of school discipline and good behaviour.

			In the last year of high school, I became head of the Ushers. This was both a huge honour and responsibility. One of my first tasks was to give a speech to my fellow Ushermen. These were my peers – all young high-achievers, which is why they were chosen as Ushers in the first place. I knew I had to impress them, win their trust and their loyalty to ensure discipline and obedience. I knew in my gut that the speech was going to be a landmark in my life as a leader. I was nervous as hell.

			I had just one day to prepare and, prepare I did! I asked myself who I admired as an orator. At the time it was President Abdel Nasser of Egypt. I was impressed with the way he spoke. I felt he always spoke from his heart and that he told the truth. He had tone and melody in the way he spoke, and it was as if he were singing his speeches. The other remarkable thing about him was that he never spoke from a paper. He always addressed the public directly. It didn’t even appear as if he had memorised his text, just that he was talking on the spot, saying what he felt. That’s how I wanted to come across, a natural.

			I spent the whole night practising. I stood in front of a mirror and spoke to it. I was the speaker and the audience. I wanted to see how I would react to my speech. I wanted to see the expressions on my face. I knew that, if I wanted to succeed, I needed to win people’s hearts. I was worried about the sort of questions they’d ask and made sure that I covered most of these queries in my head.

			When the time came, I walked up to the podium, and for a few seconds I just looked at the crowd, studying each one present and acknowledging them. Then I launched forth. I talked about the plans I had for us as Ushers. How I wanted to raise our profile. What I expected of them. I asked them to tell me what they expected from me. When I finished I took a second and nodded. As hoped, the room erupted in applause. The Ushers clapped louder than I ever recall them clapping for anyone else. I got goose bumps realising that my speech had achieved what I wanted it to, and had touched people exactly the way I wanted. My speech and my attitude that day won me a team of loyal supporters. I was able to expect them to do more and I was willing to live up to their expectations too.

			***

			At one point we’d heard complaints that some of our day scholars were misbehaving on the bus, and this cast a slur on our reputation as IC students. I went to the supervisor of the Ushers, Bikhazi, and put a proposal to him. As a result he gave me a budget of 10,000 Lebanese lira to use as an incentive for the Ushers to supervise the students in several areas. These included proper behaviour on the buses and ensuring that there was no cheating in exams. This kind of thing had never happened before; I realised what it meant to be a leader.

			Those were my happy days. I formed a close friendship with everyone, most notably with Anwar Mulla, the son of a great businessman from Kuwait; Faisal al-Suwail, the son of the Saudi ambassador in Washington at the time; and Abdul Rahman Jamsheer from Bahrain, who was my roommate.

			Two incidents we often recall with great amusement have to do with smoking, which was forbidden in school. On one occasion I was with Abdul Rahman in our room, and we both lit up cigarettes and were puffing away. I was standing near the window and Abdul was on his bed. All of a sudden there was a single knock on the door and Ed Sullivan burst into the room. As I was near the window I tossed the cigarette out with a quick flick. Abdul, caught off guard, quickly pulled the covers over his head.

			Ed shouted, ‘I can smell cigarettes!’

			I shrugged, trying to look innocent and attempted to change the subject. But Sullivan took no notice of me as fumes were emanating from the bed. Ed reached down, yanked off the covers in a single sharp motion, and caught Abdul red-handed, red-faced and choking! He was of course punished, and I got away.

			Another time there were fifteen or twenty of us in the TV room watching a popular series called Mission Impossible. I was leaning against the mantel smoking a pipe. A supervisor walked in, caught me, and summoned me to his room. I followed him and indicated to my friends to follow quietly and clean up behind me as, with one finger, I scooped out the tobacco and emptied the pipe. By the time we reached his room my pipe was clean. So when he berated me I said I was only acting and not smoking. No law against that!

			He didn’t believe me. ‘You emptied it on the way here. I’m sure of it!’

			He immediately rushed out of the room expecting to see a trail of tobacco; but there was none, as my friends had done a great job of cleaning up behind me. He knew we’d fooled him, but couldn’t figure out how.
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