
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for When Magic Failed

			 

			“I have never read a more enchanting account of disenchantment, just as I have never known a man more independently immersed in his culture than Fouad Ajami. When Magic Failed is an uncanny monument to both love and truth. Lucidly and lyrically, it dotes on the world that it leaves. This is a beautiful and honorable book.” 

			—Leon Wieseltier

			“In this powerfully written memoir, the late Fouad Ajami tells a story of profound disruption whose central theme is the impact of the modern world on the Shiʿite villagers of southern Lebanon. The narrative begins with a mother killing her daughter to shield her family from shame, and ends soon after a young man—the author—leaves Beirut to study political science in the United States. In between are a series of intimate portraits of men and women whose lives are variously destroyed, blighted, enlivened, or blessed by winds of change that can reach gale force. The characterization is acute, and the characters are unforgettable.”

			—Michael A. Cook
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For Leila and Darius





Foreword by Peter Theroux

			It was in the mid-1990s that my editor at W.W. Norton contacted me to help clear the company’s list of books under contract that it probably would never see. We agreed to cancel plans for a novel I had once promised, but that was long overdue, without any regret. In fact, this companywide clearing of the decks was a great relief to everyone involved, she confided to me, “Except in the case of a memoir we wanted from Fouad Ajami, about growing up Shiite in southern Lebanon.”

			I could sympathize. At the time I had never met Fouad, whom I admired greatly for his expertise on Middle Eastern literature and politics, and his beautiful prose, but our paths had not yet started crossing, except for a coincidence of shared interests. Fouad published his definitive The Vanished Imam: Musa al Sadr and the Shia of Lebanon the year before my little-noticed book, released only in London, The Strange Disappearance of Imam Moussa Sadr in 1987. I was both crushed and excited but dearly hoped he eventually would produce the memoir. In any case, two years later, in Beirut: City of Regrets, he sketched some details of the world of his youth:

			When we arrived in Beirut, it still had the feel of a large town. There were sand dunes on Beirut’s southern approaches. And in the northeastern sector of the city when we first moved into a largely Armenian neighborhood, there were orange orchards, a forest of pine trees, two or three strawberry fields…[in] this squatter settlement which the Armenians had built up.…

			You had to look at this retro postcard of midcentury Lebanon with nostalgia and amazement. Orange orchards and pine forests in Beirut? And the muddy Armenian settlement he described I knew four decades later as the dynamic suburb of Bourj Hammoud, where Lebanese-Armenian friends always pressed me to bring them “BH” car decals from Beverly Hills, on my next visit from Los Angeles. Lebanon’s ups and downs have made it the most enthralling of time capsules, and Beirut itself has been well documented.

			Southern Lebanon—Fouad’s ancestral home—was altogether different. It was from that hinterland that the Ajami family would make its journey to the cosmopolitan world of the city. Successive erasures of Jabal Amil, from the Ottoman rule of Ahmad Pasha al-Jazzar, who incinerated its written history in the late 18th century, to Hizballah, which turned it to an armed camp—now largely closed off to the world—had made that gambit urgent but ever more challenging. We have had to wait for When Magic Failed for a full account of this lost world.

			After the tantalizing hints and fragments of autobiography Fouad had shared in various previous writings, When Magic Failed pulls back the veil on so much of what is unspoken. We start in medias res with an honor killing—and not a mere sketch but the deep story with all the personalities, competing societal stresses, muzzled dreams and contempt, the deed, and the aftermath.

			Before being introduced to Beirut and the relatives striving against the odds in Saudi Arabia and West Africa, we find ourselves in a feudal and even medieval world where “women still dried and saved cow dung for fuel, where children used the bones of dead animals for toys,” and where these women led laundry-laden donkeys past a Crusader fortress downhill to the “bristling rapids” of the river. Reader, have a look at Arnoun via Google Earth. These women steered their beasts down a 1,000-foot steep slope beside Beaufort Castle to the Litani River and back again, uphill to their chores, hardships, and husbands.

			Fouad’s mother Bahija, in particular had an uphill journey in life. She had married young to a sayyid from Jibshit, a harsh Jabal Amil village that would fall easily and early to Hizballah in the 1980s (the hometown of Sheikh Ragheb Harb, the “ayatollah of the suicides”). Abused and unhappy, she left that husband, and returned to Khiam the divorced mother of three, though without custody. Bahija then married Ali Ajami, and Fouad would be their second son. Ali would soon take up with a younger woman in nearby Nabatiyya.

			It is Bahija whose character shaped not only Fouad but also his memoir. Her courage and spirit in the face of misfortune and constant humiliation seem to have imparted to Fouad his enduring passion for championing the underdog.

			“I was and remained a discarded child of a discarded marriage,” Fouad writes, but Bahija bravely used her leverage as the mother of sons with her father-in-law, Sheikh Muhammad, to preserve her dignity and that of her two sons. When Fouad moved to Beirut for schooling at a rather dubious schoolhouse founded by his father, she followed.

			Poor, unlettered, single, twice-divorced, this woman from the south of Lebanon had a survivalist mission in life that left her unintimidated by the Lebanese capital. Not that rural relatives did not cause embarrassment on their forays into glittering Beirut.

			We had older relatives—women with tattoos on their hands and their chins, women with head covers; men with red fezzes carrying baskets of figs and buckets of yogurt—who showed up right when the new city was about to be mastered, arriving unannounced to my remind [us] where we had come from. Abu Fawzi, the old great-uncle with the red fez and the red face, came to West Beirut with a live chicken as a present for his embarrassed nieces.

			Fouad’s generation was the bridge between the world of the ancestors and the modern post-war landscape of possibilities and change. Both gods demanded their tribute, but the political winds that were sweeping through the Third World transfixed the Lebanese youth. Fouad writes vividly of the wave of Gamal Abdel Nasser’s popularity, during his teenage years. Nasser’s politics, and the influence of the PLO when it moved from Jordan to Lebanon, sowed the early seeds of Lebanon’s dark future, the narcotic of Arab nationalism that led to the 1967 military catastrophe, and Yasser Arafat’s crew whose inner cadres would train the likes of Imad Mughniyeh, paving the way for the Iranian IRGC’s virtual takeover of Lebanon. The pious Bahija, with a villager’s attachment to the land, was unimpressed by the great political questions:

			“Two kinds of people you can never trust: The Communists because they don’t believe in God and the Palestinians because they have no land,” was her assessment.

			The harshness of life for the southern Lebanese recalls the desperate life of southern Italy whose turf cultivated mafias and vendettas. Fouad writes that “[a] saying of hers from the old culture said, in effect, that one ought to kiss the hand one could not break and ask God to break it.” This pan-Mediterranean sentiment would be echoed in Mario Puzo’s The Godfather: “Kiss the hand you cannot bite and pray God to break it.”

			Fouad’s adult life was that of a brilliant author, professor, and public intellectual, but we locate in his boyhood, and I suspect very much in his mother’s influence, a humility and kindness that marked his entire life and work. He was the kindest and most unpretentious of men, and in this book, as in all his others, he tackles tragic and controversial subjects with immense insight and charity. This was unfortunately not the case with many of Fouad’s detractors. Edward Said, in particular seems to have found Fouad’s comparative authenticity maddening. Consider the paradox of Said being expelled from Alexandria’s elite Victoria College in 1951 and sent to a tony prep school in Massachusetts—Northfield Mount Hermon School. Meanwhile, Fouad’s reality, below the foothills of the actual Mount Hermon, was one of poverty and bloody Ashura rites. When Fouad underwent an agonizing village circumcision at the age of thirteen, Edward was an undergraduate at Princeton. “I desperately wanted to get out of the country,” Fouad tells us candidly of Lebanon; of course, the USA would welcome the bright young Lebanese as a student and immigrant, and the embrace was mutual. Said, a US citizen from birth, claimed exile from Palestine and used his elite Ivy League perch to preach against his father’s adopted country.

			Beyond Fouad’s fundamental decency as a personal quality, it adds warmth and empathy to this book as it does to his others, as he has always written about Arab and Jew, Iranian and American, Kurd and Bosniac and Syrian and many more, with a profound respect for common humanity. I do not think he ever wrote a polemical sentence. Trying to think if I ever saw Fouad angry in print—I certainly never did in person—I can only think of his late chapters on women’s rights and royal corruption in Crosswinds: The Way of Saudi Arabia, where his eloquent commentary becomes pointed.

			This memoir contains precious details. We have the endearing village boy accustomed to haircuts from the local butcher, who discovered that in Beirut, real barbers did a thing called parting your hair—an innovation that made him feel like a million dollars. Like Naguib Mahfouz, he would discover America in movie theaters watching Westerns. In Nabatiyya, he and the neighborhood boys would watch High Noon’s sheriff—underdog and loner—day after day, starting with “the thunderous applause that greeted MGM’s lion.” If Gary Cooper was Fouad’s hero, William S. Hart was Mahfouz’s, according to his story The Cradle. (Meanwhile, in Baghdad, young Sasson Somekh was enthralled by Betty Grable and Don Ameche in “Moon Over Miami,” as recorded in Baghdad, Yesterday.) We see Fouad coming home empty-handed from his attempts to collect rent from ruined tenants, on behalf of his stern father (“a task I loathed”). But what sticks with us most is the heartbreaking life of the woman who raised the boy. Her spirit and her struggles infuse this memoir, as they did, no doubt, the sensibilities of the author.





Preface: An Act of Last Resort

			When the mighty men came in from faraway places, they were strangers in their own homes. They were catered to, and they were kept in the dark. At some point fathers had to be brought in, implicated if you will, in the deeds of their sons and their daughters. But until that day dawned, until a daughter’s transgressions became too public a matter to be ignored, or a son’s ways could no longer be indulged, the men were pampered and kept ignorant. In the dark hours, when a reckoning could no longer be avoided, when the code of the place had been stretched to the breaking point, women had to do things of great cruelty. It was their burden, their task.

			“She is the sister of men” was the highest compliment paid a woman who had to keep the world intact. To the women fell the task of smuggling diamonds from Sierra Leone because the skilled man of affairs who insisted that the high officials of the customs office were in his back pocket had gotten himself deported out of the country. The women were the ones who kept the constituents of a member of Parliament from finally having it out with him. They were the ones who prepared their sons for the duel and who stiffened their backs, reminded them of the hidden defects and the capricious ways of their fathers. And it was their responsibility, of course, to keep the daughters in line. It was but a short distance from the daughter’s conduct, it was implied and understood, to the mother herself. Better grieve for a daughter than play havoc with the order of things. This is the way things were discussed and understood here. And these were not merely words.

			It happened among us that a woman of radiant strength had to “do something” about one of our daughters. The daughter’s indiscretions had become too much to bear. The pompous and dangerous head of the household had signaled that his patience was running out. The sturdy woman would do the task that was hers to do.

			Dalal was taken to her father’s village for burial. The young woman, it was announced, had committed suicide. But it was known that her mother had struck. For some time, it had had about it an air of inevitability. Dalal had rejected all offers of help and punctured all the pretenses of her people’s code. She had taken a step into a world she could not understand, and she had not known where to draw the line. The evasions and the consolations of the old world, the world of her mother and her aunts, were denied her. And the new ways were not yet internalized by the young woman who had just begun to see the world on the other side of the prohibitions.

			Dalal had been given the best of what a generation on the make thought their children should be given. Parents who toiled in Africa made possible boarding schools, a new prosperity, a new kind of freedom, less encumbered and burdened ways of seeing and encountering things. The fears of the old world, the need to “walk by the wall” and to “kiss the hand that you cannot confront,” the fear of the unknown and of the alien, the need to placate and to conceal—from all these, the young woman seemed released. The limits that had defined the world of her mother and her aunts had irretrievably collapsed, and with their collapse it was hard to distinguish the permissible from the impermissible.

			Dalal had ventured into the world on the other side of the divide; she was the first of her kin to venture beyond the line of familiar sounds and ways. She developed a sudden and total disdain for the ways of her elders, for their tales, for their dire warnings. They, in turn, were unable to explain how the young woman should juggle the two worlds on the margins of which she had been placed. There came a time when Dalal began to complain about the women from the village, grandmothers and great-aunts who came visiting and who stayed at her home. She complained about their tattoos, about their wrinkled and toothless faces, about their prayers, about the ablutions that preceded the prayers. Above all, she complained about the smell that clung to the old women: she believed that they came with a special smell. And so she complained when they approached her and when they wanted to kiss her and wish her a life of honor and rectitude in the home of a decent, God-fearing man. Yes, Dalal, if you go about doing what is asked of you, if you follow the straight path, if you remain untarnished, if your reputation remains unblemished, happiness will come your way, and you will go from the home of your father to the home of your husband, an honored woman in whose reputation and whose conduct your father and brothers can take pride. No other man, no rooster or marauder, could humble your family by having his way with you. No ill-wisher could point to you whenever men and women sought to devour the reputations of others.

			A relative of Dalal had prided herself on the fact that she had been the first to detect early signs of trouble. The world here came in very small ways and expressions. Dalal, the unwashed relative from the village noted, did not invite relatives and friends to join a meal in the manner that such invitations should be extended. Dalal would only offer a single invitation. And when the guest insisted that he or she had just eaten, she always took them at their word and left them to eye the food. In the protocol of the villagers you had to extend endless invitations and literally drag the guest to the table. Then you watched the guests who had “just eaten” stuff themselves with abandon. The sophisticated young woman who had broken with her world would not play the game.

			Nor would she willingly join, it was noted in retrospect, her mother and her mother’s friends and guests when she was called upon to do so. In those sessions, young women learned the ways of their elders and the ways of the world. Whenever she was forced to participate, Dalal was never fully there. She would not engage in the sonorous language and its clichés; she would not play along. When a visiting friend of her mother told her that she and her son Shawki would make an ideal couple, Dalal had no qualms about saying that Shawki was a buffoon, that she had no interest in him whatsoever, that she would not be traded over coffee between two women from a passé generation.

			A strange kind of honesty made Dalal see the hypocrisies of her elders’ world. She began to see their deeds with new eyes, and gradually she began to judge. And because she did, she made her elders self-conscious. In her presence, her tough mother and aunts would at times squirm, and animated discussions would often come to an end whenever she walked in. But Dalal knew many things that they thought had eluded her. She tired of hearing pieties that were broken in daily practice. She had seen through the way of her elders. A few years before the trouble began, when still a young girl, Dalal had been used as an alibi for so many indiscretions by the older women in her life. She recalled the record of each of the virtuous women who later came to lecture her about her own behavior. She laughed at the pretensions of the cuckolded husbands who knew perfectly well what was going on but preferred to look the other way.

			Dalal had seen her pretentious paternal uncle Abu Hassan pass himself off as a man of the world, proudly displaying his women, letting the word out that he had finally seduced the voluptuous Leila and beaten out the competition. She then set this to what she knew of Abu Hassan’s wife. Fair-skinned and vain, sure of her beauty and surer of the prerogatives of her new money, Abu Hassan’s wife exercised her options as well. Two or three young men were in the wings, and it was rumored that they were being kept and provided for by the lady herself. Abu Hassan, Dalal knew, was both a rooster and a cuckold. In his own code, of course, he was a hunter and victorious. And in the pronouncements of his wife, the lady was queen in her house, a virtuous woman, cleaner than the ways of the cynical city.

			Dalal’s angle of vision enabled her to see the whole thing. Thus, when the virtuous woman said that she had spotted Dalal coming out of one of the furnished apartments on Hamra Street, Dalal recited what she knew of the other woman’s comings and goings. When given a chance to deny what she had been charged with, Dalal refused. She would not participate in the charade and the theater that was Lebanese honor.

			Early marriage suggested itself as a remedy. A man, it was believed, could rein in this kind of passion. Dalal would have her own home, shoulder new responsibilities, and the storm would blow over. She could then begin to make discreet trips to the tailor and offer the excuses and the evasions of other women of honor and responsibility.

			A smug official of her father’s generation was the man recruited to cap the volcano. Dalal’s mother insisted that the man was Dalal’s own choice, that it was an affair of the heart. A respectable dowry was given the unlikely couple. That was what money made in Africa was supposed to do—schools for the boys, dowries for the daughters. All prayed that the young woman’s story was over. The determined mother had pulled it off. Dalal had walked from the home of her father to the home of her husband.

			But the hopes turned out to be short-lived. As the young woman explained it, surely she deserved something other than what she got. The man in her life was a man of reasonable distinction. He had studied on his own and risen in the bureaucracy. But like her parents, Ali was a squatter in Beirut. He had about him the kind of clumsiness that Dalal’s generation was so fond to point out and so quick to see in a man’s speech, in the kind of tie he wore, in the way he shook hands with another. Ali was doomed in the young woman’s eyes. He spoke the Shia dialect of the south. His French was not refined enough. His pronunciation amused the young woman and her sisters and her friends, all of whom had learned French as it should have been learned. That mighty badge of distinction, the French “r,” just would never trip off his tongue the way it should have.

			This was a world of mimic men. A dominant culture from afar, its acquisition and its display, its words and its jokes, were what set people apart from one another, what gave some of them a claim to power and self-worth. French pronunciation gave away the origin of men and women, the “age” of money in a particular household. New money spoke French one way, old money quite another. Boys who learned it under the husk tree—or was it the oak tree?—as Ali proudly proclaimed to have done, had no chance of passing themselves off as sophisticated men of a very demanding place.

			For young Tolstoy, who grew up in another culture that borrowed the trappings and the language of France for its court and its gentry and salons, the world was divided into two principal categories: comme il faut people and comme il ne faut pas. Tolstoy’s comme il faut consisted “first and foremost in having an excellent knowledge of the French tongue, especially pronunciation. Anyone who spoke French with a bad accent at once aroused my dislike. ‘Why do you try to talk like us when you do not know how?’ I mentally inquired with biting ironies.” Dalal’s husband was definitely comme il ne faut pas. He knew nothing of the ups and downs of the relationship between Jacques Charrier and Brigitte Bardot. He was not familiar with the songs of Charles Aznavour and Sacha Distel. He told what, for his wife and her companions, were dreadfully boring stories about his triumphs in the bureaucracy, how this or that political boss needed his help and his patronage, how he had clashed with the minister and how the cabinet member had backed down because of his own superior knowledge and judgment. And he endlessly recited the familiar tale of how he had come into Beirut a quarter-century ago, how he had studied by kerosene lamp, how he had been one of the very first Shia boys from his world to graduate from the Lebanese University, how vain city boys had taunted him about his village and his past, about the speech and twang of the countryside.

			The man of position had achieved all he could have hoped to achieve. But none of it mattered to the irreverent young woman by his side. That kind of tale would have filled the heart of a woman a generation older than Dalal with great pride. A different woman—denied, or spared, the world that Dalal had seen—would have viewed his triumph as hers and that of her kin. But this was not the kind of man to cut an acceptable figure in the mind of a young woman who had grown up on a diet of French novels and films, who was courted by young men who had nothing to do other than sharpen their skills for the hunt. The world was what it was: Those effeminate young men with shirts unbuttoned to their navels, those dandies with their gold chains, with their melodramatic and insinuating puffs on Gitanes cigarettes, with new cars purchased by fathers who tackled hell in remote places, were surely no match for the sturdy qualities of Ali, with his yellow socks and bad French.

			A real man, the sober official reasoned, should not be compared to such flimsy material. But this flimsy material was the new world, the world to which his treasured young wife belonged. Ali could not take the chic young woman back to where he and her father had come from, to the village where women still dried and saved cow dung for fuel, where children used the bones of dead animals for toys, where the slaughtering of a chicken had been, until very recently, a rare kind of occasion. How was he to communicate his world, and its wound and its limits, to someone who had not known it? How was he to tell Dalal of his cruel and terrifying father who humiliated him at every turn, and of the schemes of his stepmother, and of the distance he had to cover, forever on the run, unable to take anything for granted or to believe that he had anything to fall back on. His family had thrown him into a mighty storm, and he had been denied even the possibility of a graceful, quiet failure.

			As the young woman picked on the filet mignon that was delivered to her doorstep, he very much wanted to tell her, while knowing full well how much of a bore he would be, of the white bundle that used to come to him while he was away at school, of the few scrawny potatoes in it, of the endless diet of lentils, of the few thin loaves of peasant bread. Child, Ali wanted to scream, and he often did, where have you been and what have you seen? Such terrors and needs you have been spared.

			Ali’s generation had ploughed and had sown. Dalal was the harvest. Ali’s generation, the generation of Dalal’s father, had never bothered to inquire as to the ends of such striving and such toil. With a hellish world to their backs, they had kept on the run. And now the journey had culminated in signé shirts and blouses, in spoiled daughters and sons, in endless trips to reputable tailors, in dining rooms whose décor was declared obsolete soon after they had been lavishly purchased and proudly displayed.
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			The net that entangled women older than Dalal had failed to entangle her. She was too far gone to submit and to accept. Hard as her husband and her mother would try to keep her within the bounds, the young woman had become brazenly independent. She put very little if any effort and time into covering her tracks. The furious beatings administered by her mother and her husband were to no avail. On the morning after, she would plunge into it again, and ill-wishers would report her latest escapades. She was seen going into and coming out of this or that building; she had succumbed to the blandishments of yet another dandy, who would of course proudly report his latest conquest. In the carefree city that outsiders loved so much for its freedom and joie de vivre, the men and women who lived there were suffocated and hemmed in by so many curious, watchful eyes. Even the trees had eyes here, wrote the sensitive novelist Hanan al-Shaykh.

			The gossips had seen it coming. The coroner’s and the police reports on the terrifying day were met with the usual derision. The verdict of suicide, it was said, was secured by the payment of a large bribe. An ivory tusk, an expensive one of which Dalal’s family was proud, exchanged hands and now adorned the coroner’s living room. The officials were men of this society, after all: they knew their world and what it drove men and women to do.

			When Dalal’s body was taken to her father’s village, her father and her husband were on hand to receive the condolences of those willing to offer it for a presumed case of suicide. But the day belonged to her mother, the tower of strength, the victim and the killer, sure in her grief that she did what she did for the sake of her other daughters, of her sons, of her home. The mother wailed, disheveled her hair, tore at her own clothes. She lined up all of Dalal’s shoes, all those elegant shoes that the young woman had bought with the new money, and she spoke to them, it was said, about the young woman who had departed at so tender an age. She wanted Dalal, her Dalal, back. The signé shoes and the primitive code of honor: this country played them side by side.

			A new and intense piety overtook Dalal’s mother after the deed was done. A few years younger than my own mother, more exposed to the ways of the modern world, she would from then on accompany my mother to the holy shrine of Zaynab, the daughter of Imam Ali, in Damascus. When unable to do so, she would give my mother money and food to give to the poor who gather around the shrine and to the keepers of the shrine. The “secret” was shared between the two women on one of those journeys to Damascus. My mother was of two minds. She abhorred the deed, but she respected the mighty woman, and she knew what pressures and expectations had led her to do what she had done. Dalal, my mother said in defense of the woman, was a “piece of her mother’s liver”; nothing could be more precious than one’s own child. But for some time Dalal’s mother had been walking on eggshells. Dalal’s father, now a prosperous man, had become restless. There was a danger that he would go beyond the common indiscretions, that one day a clever young huntress would lure him away from his family. A fallen daughter would serve as a convincing pretext, and the honorable man would be released in his own eyes from a home that had disgraced him. Sadness and grief, my mother believed, were better than disgrace. Dalal’s mother had done a terrible duty, and decency required that those quick with a judgment should hold their tongues. Love, even maternal love, was a luxury here. It was given when it could be afforded, when men and women were not up against the wall, when others were not busy clawing away at their reputations, threatening them with exposure and disgrace, leading them into ditches where even “pieces of their liver” had to be surgically removed.

			After the deed was done, Dalal’s mother was never as commanding as she was before, her face never quite as bright. She no longer sounded sure of herself. The tough woman who had survived hellish years in Africa, who had single-handedly built a fortune after her husband was deported out of Ghana, who had put aside enough money to aid her father and a pretentious brother who could never make ends meet, who was generous to the multitude of relatives and of stray men and women who walked to her door with a hard-luck story, was transformed overnight. The letters that I wrote for her to friends and relatives in Africa, which previously had to be read back to her over and over again and repeatedly corrected before they met with her approval, became perfunctory. She trusted the writing, she said, and there was no need to read them back. The tales she told in the letters to relatives and friends were no longer crisp and chatty. They had about them a matter-of-fact quality. One letter she had drafted to the overbearing husband, who was always in and out of the country, reported that all was well in the family, that she would see to it that all was well. This letter, and this section in particular, was read to her over and over again at her request. She wanted some hidden meaning to be transmitted, some knife perhaps to jump out of the pages, some sense of the cataclysmic deed she had done—a reminder to the honorable man that it was she who had to keep the world intact, that he would never quite understand her sacrifice and her anguish.

			But the lines penned down by the letter-writer fell short of what she wanted. Arabic, the language of innuendo and hidden meanings and intricate alleyways, failed Dalal’s mother on that day. And with uncharacteristic sharpness, she told the attentive scribe that his style had failed him, that he should be sure to plan a future that excluded a writing career. Yet she wanted the young man to stick around. She could bear no solitude. More than that: the drafter of the letters had been a peer of Dalal’s. The two of them had exchanged jibes and put-downs; they had tested one another about the latest fads, about books and movies. Dalal had insisted that the Arabic letters at which the young man excelled, which had brought him not only spending money but also access to the secrets of so many families here, gave him away as a product of the old culture, that the formal structure of the letters, the frequent invocation of Allah’s name and blessing and praise, confirmed an old mentality.

			Dalal and her friend who was good at Arabic letters had shared what they had shared. It was enough for Dalal’s mother that the young man stuck around that day. They both knew when they were both speaking of the dead. They both knew the hidden language of lament and yearning. The mother very much wanted her daughter’s friend to know, without uttering a word about the entire matter, that it had all been a tragic act of last resort, that nothing else could have been done, that a mother’s grief exceeds the imagination of the closest, the kindest, the most pious of friends.





I
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			I was born among a rural population at a time when the balance between man and the land was eroded. It was a time when men pledged eternal fidelity to the land and scrambled to find a way out of its harshness and incompleteness. The land was being annulled. What was there, at the time of my birth in 1945, in the southern, predominantly Muslim Shiite hinterland of Lebanon, was a people of sullen temperament who derived their ethos and their phobias from their land as they brooded about what the world held in store for them.

			There were books and manuscripts, I was told, but they had been burned. In 1781, in retaliation for Shiite rebellions and disobedience, the Turkish Governor Ahmad Pasha al Jazzar—“the Butcher”—had the books taken to his capital in Acre on the backs of camels. These Shia books, books that would have told us of our history and our achievements, were said to have kept the ovens of Acre going for six days. He had been the terror of the land, this Ahmad the Butcher. A soldier of the Ottoman Empire born in Bosnia, Ahmad Pasha had spread his dominion over the coastal country from Acre to Beirut, over the hinterland. It would take volumes, the old-style chronicles would say, to document the cruelties of the man. He cut down merchants and craftsmen and artisans and tribal shaykhs alike. He was an ambitious man, the lord of Acre. He hoarded the wealth of his province but wanted something to show for it: he repaired and adorned his capital city of Acre, renovated its ancient walls, built a solemn mosque (which towered over the walls), and a many-arched bazaar nearby.

			Glory came al Jazzar’s way in 1799, toward the end of his quarter-century in power, when Napoleon Bonaparte swept in from Egypt and laid siege to Acre. The French commander was on his way, or so it was thought, to Constantinople, and a dream of an eastern empire from Egypt to the Indus. Bonaparte had taken the very route to Palestine that the Crusaders had taken centuries earlier. The fort of Acre had been the seat of the Crusaders’ last kingdom, the place where they had held out after their loss of Jerusalem. The siege had given al Jazzar his big role. Aided by a British naval squadron under the command of Sir Sidney Smith, his forces held out. The Frenchman’s dream of an eastern empire was not to be. The governor had played on history’s stage: those beaten villages and towns of the hinterland were no match for the ruler of Acre, who knew the intrigue of distant courts, the ambitions of larger powers. Decades and decades later, al Jazzar would still be remembered. His reign of terror would become a great divide between the grandeur of an imagined history and the bleakness and the supplication all around.

			There were noble Arabian horses, but they had been replaced by donkeys and mules. In times past, men displayed their valor or fidelity by reciting poems and outdoing one another on special occasions. During weddings and funerals, my grandfather and a few of his companions would ride to the village of Hula on paths so thick with vegetation that they had to lie flat on the backs of their horses for more than an hour at a time. Hyenas and jackals roamed the land around the vast swamps of Hula Lake. But Hula now lay across the border with Israel, a forbidden land. It had been drained long ago by Jewish farmers who tilled the land and wrestled with the malarial swamps. In the Hula of my grandfather’s memory, the Jewish pioneers, men and women, worked the field side by side, and the women with bare thighs—thighs that the riders from our village glimpsed from afar and marveled at—were an intimation of another world.

			There were rebellions and daring times when the Shia shaykhs and peasants of Southern Lebanon fielded ten thousand men with muskets. But the rebellions had been snuffed out, the muskets sold or confiscated. Now a mere corporal in the gendarmerie with two men by his side could have terrorized an entire village and taken men to Nabatiyya, the local seat of the government three kilometers away, to flog and interrogate them.

			There was wealth in my village, wealth that supposedly belonged to us, but it was buried in jars never to be found again. The crafty ancestors had dealt their squabbling children one last unfair hand. They knew that as vitality and life slipped away, as they could no longer awe and intimidate their children, jars and deeds to land hidden away kept their sons and daughters reluctantly and grudgingly obedient. Hard as my aunts and my grandmother searched, the jars never turned up. In a dream it had been told that a jar was buried by the cool spring at the foot of the Crusader castle, Beaufort. But this dig, too, came to naught.

			There were better things and better days. “Had you been around then, my dear child, you would have known who you were, and you would have seen something more than those stunted tobacco plants and few fig trees.” Almost a century before I heard of what it had been like and what we had once possessed, David Urquhart, a British traveler and diplomat, had come to this barren part of the country. “Have you music here?” he asked. “None; such things once abounded, but they are gone.”

			No one bothered to specify the time when the place knew a different kind of life. Men neither knew nor needed to know specific dates. They knew epochs and chunks of time and memorable events. The tales were part of men’s lives—a world set alongside the backbreaking toil and the harsh earth, the stern fathers, and the capricious landlords.
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			I was the second son of Ali Ajami and Bahija Abdullah, a marriage that soon ended in divorce. My family’s home was in Arnoun, in the district of Nabatiyya. The hamma, the entrance, of Arnoun was on the outskirts of the village. The houses there were owned by an absentee landlord, Riad al Solh, the scion of a family of wealth and standing with roots in Beirut and faraway Sidon. In his time, Riad al Solh had been a “big man,” a prominent nationalist who had represented Beirut in Constantinople in the parliaments of 1909 and 1913 and had been a member of a short-lived Emirate of the Arab Kingdom of Damascus. In 1943, he had become the first prime minister of Lebanon.

			But there was no sign of his presence: there were only the dogs of the hamma, the dogs of the overseer. These were a terror to the Arnounis. Making it past them was like the running of a gauntlet.

			My mother had come to this ill-starred village when she married my father. The Abdullahs—her family—were a large clan from Khiam, a town in the valley of Marjayoun. The distance to Khiam could not have been more than fifteen kilometers. But that was far enough to make it seem like a distant land. It was a place where children played next to running streams, and women had time to tell exquisite and drawn-out tales. The men working Khiam’s fields retired to places in the shade; the exuberant women passing by gave more taunting and playful remarks than they received.

			Arnoun, at the foot of Beaufort Castle and surrounded by granite cliffs, was a different kind of place, harsh and forbidding. There was to the place the feel of a quarry. Here the banter was less kind, the men more sullen and more brittle. The women struggling uphill to the wells, with jars on their heads, had little time or energy for chatter. There was a pond at the entrance of the village, by the gray mausoleum where my grandmother’s parents were buried. But the pond that drew in the rain always dried up in no time. It was by its cracked, wrinkled surface that I knew the pond.

			Arnoun lay on a high ridge. The hawks glided in from the valley below, carried by the wind, and circled the ridge, keeping watch over the shepherd boys and their flocks. Hyenas stalked the place. The dreaded creature, it was said, could cast a spell on its victims. But, as they also said in Arnoun, sons of Adam were more frightening than the hyenas. At the edge of the village, beyond its scattered patches of tobacco and its few fig trees, was the wa’ar, the wilderness. The wa’ar was more than a place beyond the village. It was a point beyond censure. It was from the wa’ar, the rocky, thorny land without vegetation, that the hyenas turned up. Stories were told of infants taken to the wa’ar who were never brought back. Daughters who dishonored their families were taken to the wa’ar. In the legend of the wa’ar, there was a rock where a shepherd had killed his sister who had gone astray. He had taken her there, slit her throat, and left her to die. Years after that alleged deed, the Arnounis still swore they could identify the rock where the shepherd had done horror’s work.

			Ali Jamal, Ali the camel man, who led his camels by a small donkey to the distant villages of the Bekaa Valley and knew the surrounding hill country like the palm of his hand, had climbed the snow-covered peaks of nine-thousand-foot Mount Hermon. From its highest peak, one could see Damascus, ringed by its gardens, and Al Ghouta, with its poplar, sycamore, fig, and olive trees, surrounded by the vast Syrian Desert that stretched to the north. To the northwest was the plain of the Bekaa Valley, spread between a checkerboard of colors and patterns. To the south glistened the Sea of Galilee.

			Ali Jamal, not a man of words, told the Arnounis one thing: theirs was a village with a special curse. He had not been precise, the camel man who always returned from his expeditions at dusk. He had not described other places and the ways of other people. But the Arnounis, who had no small measure of awe of Ali al Jamal, understood what he meant. Arnoun was a surly, hard village: the bay of distant hounds could be heard at night, the sun glared at midday, the unforgiving land sprouted tobacco plants everywhere. Ali al Jamal, who had seen the alleyways and cafés within Acre’s walls, who had seen the waterfalls of a town just nestled in the hills beyond Arnoun, knew what he was talking about when he spoke of the curse of Arnoun.
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			Beaufort Castle

			Then there was Beaufort Castle itself—long-ruined but majestic and solitary atop the ridge, hanging at the edge of a vast precipice, some fifteen hundred feet above the bristling rapids of the Litani River, with the peaks of Mount Hermon in view. An Arab traveler and geographer said that Beaufort was set among the stars like a falcon’s nest. But the Crusaders who had built Beaufort were anxious men. They built, we are told, when their confidence had been sapped, when the Latin Kingdom was in retreat and on guard. Their chroniclers tell us that from the parapets of Beaufort the signalers could send their messages to the slopes of Mount Hermon, to the Castle of Toron, and to the coastal city of Sidon some thirty kilometers away.

			A chain of seven fortresses, the chroniclers add, had been built to guard the frontier of the Latin Kingdom across the likeliest invasion route from Damascus. It was a long route, a hundred kilometers as the crow flies. Geographers of the place describe Beaufort as a spur castle: a fortress built on a rocky promontory at the junction of two gorges. The ridge, or spur, of such a castle has steep slopes on three sides, while the fourth, the saddle of the spur, is secured by a rock-cut moat. For all their brute strength, these castles were the work of pessimists, men seized with fear of living in open spaces. A chronicler who studied the spur castles, a geographer with no knowledge of the ways of Arnoun, might have been speaking of our tucked-away village when he observed that the people who had chosen Beaufort had chosen to shelter in “rocky clefts and behind stone walls like tortoises in their shells.”

			History had visited Beaufort. The Franks, the Crusaders, had held out in it after their defeat at the Battle of Hattin in 1187, at the hands of the great Muslim warrior, Saladin. A shrewd Orientalized Frank versed in Arabic, one Reginald of Sidon, attempted to negotiate the terms of its surrender after a year-long siege. Reginald, the native chroniclers say, had played tricks right to the very end. In Muslim hands, tied to a tree outside the castle walls, he exhorted his men on the inside not to give way, urging resistance while they were shooting arrows at him in order to put an end to his ordeal. Eventually the defenders were starved into submission.

			The Franks would return some fifty years later. The Templars, a fierce order of monks and warriors, repaired the fortress, augmented its defenses, and built a Gothic hall in the central courtyard. But they were not to stay long. The Crusader venture had withered away by the final years of the thirteenth century. In 1268, the defenders of Beaufort were slaughtered after a short siege that lasted barely a fortnight.

			Beaufort then slipped into obscurity. Over the centuries, soldiers would come every now and then: there were memories in my village of Senegalese troops stationed in the castle, brought to this wilderness by the French in the interwar years, shortly before my birth. We were given no knowledge of what had brought the Senegalese to the ridge. Typically we were given no specific dates of their arrival. It was enough material for wonder that men of a different color had camped on the grounds of the castle and beyond its walls. There was a Syrian regiment that had come there two or three years after my birth, during the Arab-Israeli War of 1948–49. But Beaufort could not be befriended or owned. What had transpired behind its ruined ramparts on that ridge belonged to the dead. It evoked the dead among a people who dwelt on the dead and who spoke of them and who feared the unknown and what the world held in store for men. No one ventured close to the ruined castle after dusk.

			[image: ]

			On the walls of my grandfather’s house hung what passed for art and history—Persian miniatures whose subject was the eternal Shia theme of the persecutions of the imams by cruel caliphs and kings. In the Shia view the infallible imams were the legitimate successors and true heirs on earth to the Prophet Muhammad, his descendants through his daughter Fatima and her husband, Ali, also his cousin and beloved disciple. But the harsh world of politics was unfair to the imams, and history had become mere usurpation. In one of the colorful miniatures, the Imam Ali Rida is being offered poisoned grapes by the Abbasid Caliph al-Mamun. In the caliph’s eyes, there was cunning and cruelty. And in the venerable imam’s eyes, one could swear that one saw the serenity of a doomed man who knew what was in store for him. Eighth in line of the twelve imams of the Shia, Ali Rida knew the history of his noble and doomed family. He knew how many of his ancestors had been poisoned and beheaded.
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