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One departure came between us and with death,
After that first departure, another parting comes.


– al-Mutanabbi












1


Karim Shammas bent to lift his suitcase out of the boot of the black Mercedes taxi that had been taking him to Beirut airport en route back to Montpellier.


His watch said 5.30 a.m., and the Beirut dawn was tinted with darkness and dust.


It had rained the day before. The Beirut spring had arrived, carried on the sound of thunder, the thunder blending in turn into the sound of the intermittent shelling that roamed aimlessly around the city.


*


The man had found it impossible to sleep on his last night in Beirut. He’d drunk a lot of whisky, sat on the sofa in the living room, yawned, and waited for dawn to the rhythm of the thunder and the rain.


He’d celebrated his fortieth birthday alone. Ghazala had disappeared into her story, Muna had left to search for her future in Canada and Karim was alone at home in Beirut. Bernadette had called a couple of days earlier and asked him to come back on the fourth of January so he could celebrate the start of his fifth decade with the family. He’d told her he hadn’t been able to find a seat on the plane until the morning of the following day. His French wife had cleared her throat, pretended to believe him and hung up.


He sat there alone and decided to rewrite his story. He poured a glass of whisky, placed a plate of roasted salted almonds before him, and darkness enveloped him. The electricity was cut, the light of the candle shuddered, turning objects into ghosts dancing on the walls, and Karim drank the whisky without ice, feeling his stomach burn.


He felt his life had been transformed into a shattered mirror. He’d lied a lot and they’d lied to him a lot, but his return to Beirut and his consent to his brother’s hospital construction project were the mistakes that had brought his whole story out into the open and shattered it, making it hard to gather up the slivers and put flesh back onto a life that had been smashed to pieces.


He’d drunk the whisky and sat there waiting. He’d been certain she’d call but the phone remained silent and she didn’t. When he thought about “her” he wasn’t even sure to whom the pronoun referred. Was he still waiting after all that had happened for Ghazala, or was he waiting for Muna, who’d closed her eyes as she lay dozing beside him, then told him the story of her romance with the Italian? He saw Hend with her brown face that became longer with sorrow and her diffidence hidden behind grey eyes, and remembered a love that had been killed by fear and then turned into a family secret that no-one could mention.


He was enveloped by the sounds of the city, which seemed poised to fall into the valley of darkness – that was the image his brother’s words had traced out before his eyes. He saw the city on the brink of the valley and felt everything was sliding into a bottomless abyss. Nasim had said the ship had caught fire at the Beirut docks, he’d lost all his wealth in one fell swoop, and that the hospital project was over because he was now obliged to sell it, and the flat, to pay off a part of his debts. Karim hadn’t needed the news of the sunken oil tanker to know the project had fallen apart and that he’d have to return to France weighed down by disappointment and failure. Ghazala had proved to him that everything in Beirut was fragile and unsustainable, and the story of his father Nasri’s death had made him realise that his brother’s project had been nothing but an illusion.


He waited but without knowing for whom he was waiting. When love turns into waiting for love, a person ceases to be capable of knowing his own feelings. What did it mean, this story he’d found himself caught up in? Let no-one think it had anything to do with what people call marital infidelity: Karim had never for a moment felt he was being unfaithful to his wife. He’d had brief affairs with French and Moroccan nurses and patients but he’d never felt he was what they call “unfaithful”. Maybe it was because he’d never loved his white-skinned wife, or because he did love her; he didn’t know. Ghazala had been unfaithful to him with that boy with the strange name from the militias and Muna with her husband the architect who’d decided to emigrate to Canada, and Hend had betrayed him with his memories.


He was sitting in the dark, abandoned to the composition of his story, when suddenly the phone rang. He picked up the receiver and heard his wife’s voice coming to him from somewhere distant and deep. It woke him from his illusory waitings. It screamed “Hello! . . . Hello!” then suddenly was cut off.


He felt hungry, flicked on his lighter, and went to the refrigerator. He opened it, then closed it again on smelling rotten apples. Everything went bad in this city that had electricity only three hours a day.


During his long stay in France he had dreamed of Lebanese apples, their perfume mixing with the smell of coffee as he inhaled the ecstasy of his childhood.


Karim had properly understood the scent of childhood only when away from his country. He could see his father, the pharmacist, holding out his hand, pouring out a spoonful of ground coffee, adding half a spoon of sugar, mixing them, and then setting about licking up the strange mixture with his tongue. He would close his eyes and sway in ecstasy at this “hand-coffee”, as he called it. Then he’d open the refrigerator, take out a couple of red apples and hand them to his two boys, repeating lines of old Arabic verse by Abu Nuwas in which the Abbasid poet sings the praises of the apples of Lebanon, whose aroma is so inevitably brought to mind by the bouquet of a good wine:




Pure wine from a tun that, as it mixes with the water,


Gives off an aroma like that of the apples of Lebanon.





The fragrance of the apples would blend with that of the coffee in the pharmacist’s hand and he’d tell his sons to eat an apple a day at five o’clock, for the apples of Lebanon were better than any medicine. The boys would eat their apples, the taste blending with the odour of coffee, and watch their father lick his lips, before telling them it was time for him to go to the café.


There, in that distant French city, Karim had been tormented by that vanished smell. He’d try to tell Bernadette about the scent of apples mixing with that of coffee but found it indescribable. How can one describe a fragrance to someone who hasn’t already smelled and savoured it? Karim discovered his failure with words when he realised that he couldn’t translate that memory, or the strain produced by the nostalgia that devoured him; in the end he found that “to make love” was simply a translation of “to talk” and that when words ran out so did love.


The lover is like a translator. He transfers the words of the tongue into the words of the body, as though translating and rewriting a story. That was how it had been with Ghazala. When he’d felt the darts of love bury themselves in his back, his tongue had been untied and he’d begun to talk, recounting to her the stories of his days as a student in France and how he used to swig wine like water. He’d spoken of the endless different kinds of cheese and when she’d said she liked “white meat”, which was what they called cheese in her village, he’d answered that he preferred brown and grabbed her by the wrist, but she’d slipped out of his grasp. He’d caught her but she’d kissed him on the lips and escaped to the kitchen.


He took a rotten-smelling apple from the refrigerator, felt nauseous, and threw it into the rubbish bin. He stood in the kitchen not knowing what to do. The darkness shuddered to the feeble light of the cigarette lighter, which burned his fingers, and Karim grew hungry.


He went back to the living room, drank a glass of whisky and decided to stop waiting.


He wasn’t waiting for a call from Ghazala: his infatuation for her had evaporated when he’d realised he was scared of her husband. He was waiting, rather, for Muna, whom he knew wouldn’t call.


He’d never told Ghazala he loved her. He’d believed, as he writhed in front of her on the bed of pleasure, that he was having sex and had paid no attention to the love that only at the end, after his fear had dissipated, had moved his tongue to speak – at which point he discovered he’d been made a fool of.


Then, without preliminaries, Muna had entered his life.


He’d met her and her husband, the architect Ahmad Dakiz, at his brother Nasim’s flat, where he’d seen the plans for the hospital for the first time, heard of the plans for the reconstruction of Beirut, and listened to a fantastical story about the Frankish origins of the family from Tripoli to which the architect belonged. He’d told Muna she’d bewitched him and heard her loud laughter as she said she didn’t want to hear words of love because they were all the same, and they bored her.


Karim hadn’t stopped talking of love with Muna even though he knew he’d fallen in love with Ghazala – as though he were using Muna to cure himself of Ghazala, and Hend’s silence to cure himself of Ghazala’s clamour.


Karim didn’t know how to tell the story of how this triangular relationship had taken shape in the midst of the dust of Beirut, of how his heart had been able to bear that emotional maelstrom in the midst of the storms of the renewed civil war. But now he was sitting on his own with no-one to keep him company but his glass of whisky, waiting for a phone call that would never come.


Why had he come back to Beirut?


He could admit now that he’d been stricken by homesickness the moment his brother called him about the hospital project. How, though, had he been able to mend, in an instant, the thing in his heart that had been severed ten years earlier? Bernadette had been astounded as she listened to him. “Do you think the children and I are going to go and live in the hell of Lebanon? Are you out of your mind? Or do you want to leave us and marry a Lebanese woman so you can treat her like a servant and have a boy by her? For me, c’est fini. No more children. My body’s gone slack. Look at the stretch marks on my belly. And you, like all Oriental men, feel jealous because your brother’s fathered three boys and you want a crown prince.”


Bernadette was wrong. Karim hadn’t returned to Lebanon with any particular purpose in mind. He’d gone because his homesickness for Beirut had left him incapable of thought, of taking the rational decision his wife was expecting.


“What do you mean, ‘a rational decision’?” he’d asked her. “There’s no such thing as a rational decision where the soul is involved.” He’d told her that his soul hurt and that there was no pain worse than that of the soul, but she said she didn’t understand him anymore and wept.


He’d told Bernadette once that he couldn’t stand tears. He said her tears reminded him of his mother, who’d died when he was five. He said the only thing he could remember about her was the tears that fell from her eyes and spread over her small white face, and that when they’d taken him and his brother from the flat to sleep at the neighbours and told him his mother was dead, he’d dreamed that same night of tears. He’d seen his mother weep and drown in her tears and her tears had turned into a flood that rose higher and higher till it swallowed the bed and the room and everything.


This nightmare had returned to his dreams only in France, when he went with his wife to visit her family in Lyon, where he’d felt alone, and a stranger. He’d told his wife her family treated him as though he had the mange and that they were racists. She’d laughed and said, “That’s the way they are,” meaning what he took for racism was a distance that her parents maintained even with their own children; he had to let go of his febrile Oriental imagination if he wanted to become acclimatised to his new country and his new life.


That night the nightmare of the tears had returned and he felt a murderous loneliness. He’d edged up against his wife, who was sleeping by his side, intending to take her in his arms, but she’d shifted away with an involuntary movement. He’d tried to get out of bed to go to the kitchen for a drink of water but hadn’t been able to find his way in the dark. He’d closed his eyes to sleep and seen his mother’s eyes shocked into tears. The next morning he’d told Bernadette he wanted to go home to Montpellier.


He’d returned, carrying with him the dream of tears, not knowing why his mother had suddenly awoken in his dream. What does it mean when the dead quicken in the living? And what does it mean for us to carry the dead in our hearts, so that they become part of a life we haven’t yet lived?


He hadn’t told his wife what had occurred. He didn’t know what had gone wrong after they married. In the beginning, meaning during the stage poets refer to as “first love”, his tongue had run wild over everything. He would translate the phrase ‘ala rasi and say to her submissively “sur ma tête” just to hear the ringing laugh that would emerge from Bernadette’s lips. Then, suddenly, the reign of silence had begun. Or, to be more accurate, it hadn’t come all at once, it had crept in bit by bit and taken over the entire terrain of his relationship with the white-skinned woman with whom he’d fallen in love at first sight when they met at the Tex Mex bar. He’d started to feel that words were betraying him, that he couldn’t relax in the French language. Words, as his father used to say, are the land in which one feels at home. Sitting with his two sons at the dinner table, he’d ask them to talk. “Entertain me!” he’d say, and the brothers had to tell stories about school while their father sat, and took his ease at the banquet of telling.


He couldn’t tell Bernadette “Entertain me!” He couldn’t fashion his phrases into proper sentences that would make allowances for his wife’s ears, those ears that couldn’t stand to hear cursing in French or in Arabic. So he slid into silence, and the stirrings of infidelity began to make themselves felt in his life.


It never occurred to him that Bernadette could be unfaithful to him. He didn’t know where he got this certainty, which quickly evaporated, but he didn’t care. When you stop feeling jealous, love is dead, and Karim had felt no jealousy when Bernadette told him she’d gone out with a Swiss doctor who was visiting Montpellier. He’d just smiled. She flew into a fury and said that she was lying because she knew he was being unfaithful to her and that she’d wanted to make him jealous, and that he didn’t love her anymore, and she wept.


Karim was sure she was lying but couldn’t abide tears. He sat on the floor next to her and said he loved her and almost told her the story of his dream about tears but didn’t. He felt impotence crawling all around him and heard the sound of silence.


With Ghazala, though, he used to talk, and with Muna and her strange story about her Italian friend he veritably gargled the words in his mouth. He had no idea why, in Beirut, the words poured out of him, as though the well of silence had been opened and everything had slid aside.


From the moment of his arrival in Beirut, he’d been able to see. He’d told Muna that he could see things, because back there the world was enveloped in mist. The true magic of Beirut, though, lay in the smoothness of Ghazala’s skin. Who would have believed that a maid from a remote village, who lived in the Mar Elias camp, in the midst of poverty, beggary, and madness, could radiate with an astounding smoothness the like of which he had never seen in the women whom he treated for skin diseases? Then he’d discovered the secret. It was love. He’d told her about the love that lends delicacy to the body, purifies the skin, and takes the soul up into the waves of the sky. She’d laughed. And when he’d discovered the trick that had been played on him he hadn’t felt thorns in the throat the way men ordinarily do when deceived. On the contrary, he’d felt that the stone of fear had been pushed off his chest. Fear is a humiliation, and once it had receded and the story had reached its appointed end, he’d become as one who dwells on the verge of tears.


Karim didn’t know why he’d thought of the word “was”. Seated on the Boeing 707 from Paris’ Orly airport to Beirut, he’d pictured to himself the city, seeing it as it once had been, as though it was something from the past that couldn’t be brought back but to which he was nevertheless going back. He hadn’t said he was “going back” when he told his wife of his decision; he’d said he was going to the city to build a hospital. But he’d known he was returning to a place that no longer existed. He’d closed his eyes and seen the sentence written out before him: “Beirut was.”


He’d opened his eyes inside the plane to find his wife standing in front of him, shaking him by the shoulder as if waking him from sleep. With her obliterating whiteness and small eyes, the woman had looked like Bernadette. She’d said the plane was starting its descent and asked him to put his seat back in the upright position and fasten his seat belt.


*


When Nasim embraced him at the airport he’d smelled zaatar and a shudder of nostalgia had seized him. Looking at his brother he recovered the mirror image that had trailed him for so long. He had been used to seeing in his twin a likeness of himself he didn’t want to see, but never before had he smelled on him the scent of zaatar. Bernadette had told him, the morning after they met, that she could smell zaatar. He’d told her he hadn’t eaten zaatar for ages and she replied, laughing, “You’re from Lebanon. You told me you were Lebanese. That’s what Lebanese smell like.” He’d said to her that the true smell of Lebanon was apples. “What apples?” she answered. “It’s zaatar, thym – you know the word? – and I love zaatar.”


Two men on the threshold of their forties smelling zaatar and not crying. They’d searched for things to say but had found only ready-made words, the ones said to fill the gaps in silence. They got into the black Volvo. Nasim turned on the engine and the voice of Fairuz rang out, singing “I loved you in summer, I loved you in winter”. Nasim turned to his brother who had returned; he’d bought the cassette for him, he said. “Do you still like her?” he asked, and before he could hear the reply said he didn’t like her anymore. “She’s become like Lebanon,” said Nasim. “Everyone says they love it, and when everyone says they love you it means no-one loves you. That’s how Lebanon is. Everyone loves it but no-one loves it. Like the war, none of us likes it but we all fight, and like your father, God rest his soul . . .”


“Don’t talk about Father like that,” said Karim.


“Why? What do you know?”


“What is it I don’t know? I don’t understand.”


“All in good time.”


What strange reception was this? Had his brother asked him to come to Lebanon so he could humiliate him and settle old scores? Karim thought the whole thing had been laid to rest once and for all when Nasim married Hend. On the phone he’d wanted to tell his brother that he’d won in the end, but he’d choked on the words.


Karim didn’t want to reopen old accounts, but why in fact had he returned to Beirut?


How would Hend take his return? “In the end the dog won and bought us both,” he would tell her later.


“He only bought because you sold,” she’d answer.


The July sun burned the city’s asphalt. Karim felt he too was burning. But he didn’t ask his brother where he was taking him. He’d been certain he was going to his father’s flat, but the car passed the pharmacist’s shop at the bottom of the building and kept going.


“Hend’s waiting for us. She’s got a glass of arak and some mezze ready for you.”


“I’m tired. Let me go to the flat and we can have dinner together tomorrow.”


“Your mother-in-law has made kibbeh nayyeh just for you and she’s waiting for you at home.”


“My mother-in-law?!”


“She was your mother-in-law, now she’s mine. What’s the problem?”


The conversation was off to a bad start. Karim hadn’t come to reopen old accounts or to see the pleasure of revenge on his younger brother’s face. He’d come he knew not why, but he did want to open a new page in his life, or so at least he’d persuaded himself. While practising on the camera he’d bought by taking pictures of his two daughters he’d told his wife he wanted to devour Beirut with his eyes, to photograph it and apologise to it, to love it all over again. In his wife’s eyes he’d read the words she’d kept repeating to him since their first encounter: “You’re romantic and sentimental.” Now the words had taken on a new meaning. In that distant past, which seemed to Karim to belong to a different time, she’d laugh and say “romantic” with the lust fluttering in her eyes. Now the word came out dry and bitter.


*


They’d drunk the arak and eaten the kibbeh in a silence from which they were rescued only by the racket and naughtiness of the children.


Hend said nothing. Her mother Salma, swathed in black, seemed a different woman. When Karim entered the flat and she embraced him he noted the black that covered her legs, mounting from there to cover everything else. She was wearing thick nylon stockings and the black enveloped her knees and thighs, and she looked like the widow she was.


Salma hadn’t ceased wearing black since her husband had died prematurely from a clot in the brain, leaving her with a single daughter and a small sum of money that he’d put together from his work on an afforestation project in Abu Dhabi. All the same, this beautiful white-skinned woman had succeeded in making her dresses sign-posts to the shining whiteness that radiated from her thighs and wrists. A year after her husband’s death she’d removed the black stockings but she had never stopped wearing black. When Karim met her for the first time, at his father’s pharmacy, he was astonished by her beauty and saw the smile of triumph that was Nasri Shammas’ way of proclaiming a new female conquest. When he met her later at her flat on his first visit to Hend he felt a secret frisson run through his body and compared the frankness of her gaze, with its hidden burden of desire, with the meekness in Hend’s small eyes, her dainty body, and her brownness that glowed as though it had imbibed the sun.


The powdered sugar that seemed to glisten on Salma’s thighs where they burst out from beneath her short dress, split above the knee, quickly vanished when the woman dispelled the young man’s doubts by speaking, somewhat contemptuously, of his father’s magic herbs that made plants burst with life. Karim had been convinced his father was making up his stories of passion to comfort his loneliness and stave off the advance of age – until his brother Nasim had opened a drawer and he’d seen the pictures, and been overtaken by feelings of disgust and sadness.


Why do we laugh at lovers’ tales when we do the same sorts of things ourselves? Love should never be disclosed to other people because others can accept it only when they themselves are its heroes. He felt revulsion against his father but pity for himself. How and to whom was he to tell his own story with Ghazala, which had ended in something worse than a scandal? How was he to tell of his conflicting feelings, of his heart that kept changing course and taking him off to he knew not where?


He thought of that line of ancient verse and smiled.


*


Suddenly, with the return of the electricity, the flat burst into light. He heard the hum of the refrigerator, saw himself sitting on the couch holding an empty glass of whisky, and realised he was ridiculous. He refilled his glass and said out loud,




M-a-n is so called for his a-m-n-esia,


The heart for its constant inconstancy.





The electricity! It was enough for the electricity to come back for the nightmare of black thoughts to be swept aside. Karim decided to view his life as comedy. Nothing was worth tormenting oneself over because the true nature of things was unclear. He felt a sudden affection for his father, had a vision of him lying in the middle of the living room, and laughed at the meaninglessness of meanings.


He’d told Muna that the sorrows of separation were meaningless. He’d kissed her on her lips, which were wet with water, and laughed as he slept with her for the last time. He’d said they had to make their last time more beautiful than the first. He reminded her how shy and afraid she’d been and that the language of the body was wordless. He told her that their affair must not end in the dumbness with which it had started and made love to her before she had time to dry her body, pulling the towel off her and taking her laughing.


Muna had arrived without warning. It was 7 a.m. when Karim opened the door and saw her standing there hesitantly, wearing her morning exercise clothes, which were stained with sweat.


“I came to say goodbye. We’re leaving for Canada in a week.”


She went into the living room. Karim left her and went into the kitchen, put the coffee-maker on the flame, and heard the shower being turned on in the bathroom.


She stood there, wearing the white towel that covered her body and left only her thin white legs visible, and said she was sad.


He hadn’t asked why she was sad but had laughed and approached her and said that her wet body was the best way to say goodbye.


*


He turned on all the lights in the flat and went to the kitchen, where he took a handful of zaatar, scattered it over a piece of dry bread, and devoured it.


“It’s all because I drank a lot without eating anything. It’s over. That story is finished and tomorrow, in France, there won’t be a story, there mustn’t be a story,” he thought to himself.


He’d stretched out on the couch, started to feel the creeping numbness that comes before sleep, shaken himself awake in a panic, set the alarm for 4.30 a.m., and sunk into a deep sleep.


*


Karim Shammas bent to lift his suitcase out of the boot of the black Mercedes taxi that had been taking him to Beirut airport en route back to Montpellier.


The sky lit up and the whistling started. The driver ducked to protect himself from the mortar shells that had begun to fall on the airport road. Suddenly the car turned. Karim heard the screeching of the tyres and felt everything shake. He closed his eyes and prepared for death. He heard the driver shout that he was going back to Beirut. He opened his eyes and asked him to keep going and get him to the airport. Suddenly the car stopped and he heard the driver’s voice say through the screeching of the tyres that he couldn’t. “If you want to go on, sir, find yourself another car. I’ve got children and I want to go home.”


Karim had a vision of himself as another person. He got out of the car, bent over the boot, lifted out his suitcase, set off down the middle of the dusty, garbage-strewn road, and thought he’d reached the end of the world.


This was how his Beirut adventure ended, with a ringing in his ears and the feeling that he was supporting himself on his shadow. When he caught sight of the Beirut airport building, with its ruined façade, he looked back and wept.









2


When Karim Shammas agreed to return to Beirut for the hospital construction project put to him by his brother Nasim, he didn’t know that the civil war, which had come to an end in Lebanon, would begin anew within him.


“The war will never end,” Mrs Salma had said to him when she saw him in front of his father’s pharmacy on Zahret el-Ehsan Street in Beirut. He’d seen the woman, who covered her head with a black silk scarf, coming out of the pharmacy and had made up his mind to run but instead had remained rooted to the spot.


The woman, who was in her fifties, approached him, gave him a contemptuous look, and asked him why he was going to France and leaving his fiancée behind.


He said he’d never been officially engaged to Hend, was tired of the war, and couldn’t take it anymore. “I’ll come back when the war’s over,” he said.


“The war will never end because it’s inside us,” said the woman. She folded her arms over her chest, bowed her head, and went her way.


And Salma was right.


The Pretty Widow, as his father called her, had said the war would never end and had entreated him to remain in Beirut. He didn’t remember exactly what she’d said. Had she asked why he was leaving his fiancée, or why he wasn’t taking her with him?


Hend had told him she didn’t want him. She hadn’t said exactly that, but she’d said she’d never go abroad and leave her mother alone in Beirut.


The problem had begun a long time before, as the love that had lasted four years began to evaporate.


“To be honest, I have no idea who you are. How can I live with a man I know nothing about?”


“But you know everything!”


“Everything means nothing,” she said.


And Hend was right: everything had turned into nothing. He’d reached Montpellier, joined the university and its associated hospital, and the picture of her that he’d placed on the table next to his bed had become a burden. He decided to put it in a drawer, where it stayed. When he finished his studies and moved from the dormitory to his new flat, he’d left the picture in the drawer by mistake. On remembering it a week later he’d felt an obscure nostalgia which was swallowed up in a roar of laughter.


Bernadette had told him he used his loud laugh to hide his shyness and weakness, but he hadn’t understood. He’d thought his resounding laugh was an expression of his strong personality. That was what he’d felt during the only battle he’d fought in, at Nahr el-Bared Camp near Tripoli, when he was nineteen. He’d been in a trench opposite the mound occupied by the Lebanese army, holding a Kalashnikov, with Nabil Abu el-Halaqa lying on his stomach next to him, holding one of those big belt-fed machine guns that they call a Degtyaryov, to cover his comrade. Suddenly the bullets flew. This was nothing like the training course that Karim had taken, which had lasted fewer than ten days and hadn’t taught him how to identify the source of fire or draw up a plan to confront a possible attack on his position. Instead, he’d found himself firing wildly and laughing out loud and not noticing that his colleague’s gun had fallen silent. When the firing stopped as suddenly as it had started he’d turned to his comrade and found him sitting bent over, moaning with pain. When Nabil announced to him that he hadn’t been able to hold on and that he’d had to empty his bowels, Karim burst out laughing again. “You mean you shat yourself, you coward? Get up, get up! I can smell it.” But Nabil, shaking with fear, said he didn’t dare leave the trench and was so afraid of the snipers he’d had to shit right where he was.


“The smell’s everywhere!” yelled Karim. “At least cover it over, you arsehole. Cats are better than you,” and he burst out laughing.


Nabil would die years later in the battles for the commercial souks, his comrades recounting that he’d died because of his reckless courage – while Karim, after the experience at Nahr el-Bared, hadn’t dared to take any but a symbolic part in the fighting. That, though, is another story.


Instead of replying to his French wife that he was laughing because he didn’t care and if you don’t care nothing can frighten or embarrass you, he burst out laughing and said nothing.


Everything had turned into nothing. Hend had entered a hidden space called forgetting and only re-awoken the day his brother Nasim phoned to tell him he’d married her but hadn’t invited Karim to the wedding because Hend had refused to allow any celebrations. “She wouldn’t even agree to invite her mother and your father.” He hadn’t roared with laughter that day. That day, he’d felt choked and a strange feeling had come upon him from he knew not where: it was as if Nasim had stolen his life from him; as though, by staying there in Beirut, he’d taken the city from him.


On top of that the political choices of the two brothers had intervened: the younger had become sole inheritor of the flat and pharmacy, while it had become impossible for Karim to return to the east side of Beirut where the Phalangists ruled. Then, after the savage assassination of Khaled Nabulsi, he’d found he couldn’t breathe. The air had been cut off in Beirut and he’d felt he was breathing not air but thorns, so he’d decided to emigrate and never come back. Everything inside him had died and he no longer cared. He’d phoned Hend, who had come and sat before him in silence at Uncle Sam’s, close to the American University in Beirut, listening to his sudden decision and saying she wouldn’t go with him because she couldn’t leave her mother.


Her mother Salma, however, had a different perspective. She’d looked at him with contempt and said the war would never end because it came from inside of them.


Where did she get such eloquence? And who was this woman who had so nearly been his mother-in-law?


Hend said her mother wanted her and her son-in-law to live at home with her because she couldn’t bear to live alone.


“But it’s still too soon,” Karim had said.


“I know, I know. My mother’s a bit childish. She abandoned me when I was young and now she wants to cling to me for the rest of her life. Obviously I don’t want that, but I haven’t the heart.”


“We haven’t agreed to get married yet,” said Karim.


“We haven’t agreed? You’re right, we haven’t talked about it but, you know, I love you and you love me.”


She had told him she loved him and wanted him just when what he called “the oil of desire” had started to run out. Beirut had disappeared under the shelling and this girl had taken the thread of chastity in her hand, as though something had awoken inside her and turned her into something like a wife. Which was the real Hend? When he’d held her in his arms for the first time, she’d trembled like a small bird. They were at her flat, and her mother wasn’t there. It was the eve of Good Friday, the voice of Fairuz was warbling from the radio “Let Your Son’s death be life for those who seek it”, and Hend was listening, on the verge of tears. He sat down next to her saying nothing but listening to the requiem for Christ. He lit a cigarette, felt the singer’s voice covering him in blue velvet, and had a vision of himself bending over Hend and taking her. She flowed like water, and Fairuz’s velvet blended with Hend’s face, which was covered in dew. He held her to him and everything inside him shuddered.


They were sitting now in the same café, drinking orange juice while she talked to him about her mother and he couldn’t understand how she could say “I haven’t the heart” after all the stories she’d told him about her childhood at the half-time boarding school, and her unshakeable feeling that her mother was living somewhere else.


He took hold of her hand and she looked around as she withdrew it. “You mustn’t! Any moment someone will see us.” Why hadn’t she said they mustn’t in the past, when, uncaring, she’d looked for opportunities to be alone with him, even discovering dark side streets where he found himself clasped, as he walked with her, by her dainty body, which embraced him and pulled on him and only released him after the final shudder?


He’d told her he was leaving and had taken her hand, which she withdrew without speaking, so he understood that she understood that their love was gone. But he was wrong. He’d discovered his mistake here, in Beirut, when he heard her say her husband had never forgiven her “even though I was a virgin, as you know. Every time he sleeps with me I feel as though there’s something in his eyes he wants to say but doesn’t.”


“But he knows,” said Karim.


“Did you tell him?” she asked.


“Kind of, but it’s not important.”


That first day, he’d taken her hand and she hadn’t withdrawn it or said “You mustn’t.” She’d let her hand flow and he’d listened to the voice of Fairuz and thought memories were like tears.


Why had she spoken of her mother? Who was this woman whom he had to meet at his brother’s flat the moment he arrived in Beirut?


Hend had told him her mother’s story many times, but each time he was amazed. He found it difficult to believe this story of a woman in the village of Kherbet el-Raheb in the Akkar district who’d left her husband and three children and run away to Beirut to marry the agricultural engineer Sami Naqqash. Salma’s story was full of mystery. She’d met the engineer when he came to work on land reclamation in Akkar and had lost her head – that was what she had told her daughter. “He spoke to me and I lost my head. I, poor thing, was just a child. I was twenty-one and he was forty. Tall, his head shining with white hair. Dark-skinned, with a bewitching smile and laughing eyes. He saw me walking on the road. I was carrying Mokhtar, my baby son, may God make his life easy, and he stopped and looked at me and smiled. I felt as though I’d been paralysed. Then I understood that that’s what love is. No, I didn’t sleep with him or let him kiss me but he used to hold my hand and I could feel his heart beating against my fingers and my heart felt as though it was going to fly away. I fell in love with him and was like a mad woman and I followed him to Beirut and we got married.”


Salma didn’t tell her only daughter the details of this adventure, which had caught the imagination of the people of Kherbet el-Raheb and been transformed into a rustic legend called “Salma and Sami”. Nor had she spoken of how it had ended with her husband – who’d sworn he’d kill her – sitting with the agricultural engineer in the Gemmeizeh Café in Beirut, drawing up with him the contract of settlement which eventually made Salma’s divorce, and marriage to her lover, possible.


*


The story went that Salma was the most beautiful young woman in the village. She was the fourth and last daughter of Salim Mokhtar, who worked as a hired hand in the wheat fields of Sheikh Deyab Abd el-Karim. Her beauty manifested itself in the milky whiteness of her complexion, which caused the young men of the village to swarm like hornets round her father’s house.


Salma was born nine years after her mother had stopped having children. When his wife got pregnant, Salim Mokhtar was sure God had decided to have mercy on him and give him a son who would keep his name alive; he’d named the boy Salah and sat down in front of his wife’s belly to wait for him.


The midwife didn’t dare come out of the room, which was swallowed up by the steam that rose from the basins of hot water. Even the child cloaked itself in the surrounding silence. The man heard the first sign of life in the form of a weak crying, quickly stifled. “No!” he cried. “It’s a girl? Salah has turned out a girl?” He left the house and only came back three months later, having slept in the fields and eaten green plants and earth. In the end, though, he did return and he fell captive to the beautiful child who gleamed with a whiteness the like of which none had seen, and once her three sisters had married their cousins he took to speaking of her as his only daughter. Abu Salah was never seen now without his daughter Salma, whom he addressed as though she were a boy called Salah, and he never tired of playing with her or supervising her schoolwork, so much so that people thought he must have gone slightly mad.


Having completed her studies at the village school, Salma decided to go to the proper school in the town of Halba, which amounted to breaking every tradition of the village – traditions that forbade the education of girls or, when they allowed it, required that the girl not advance beyond the school under the village oak.


Salim Mokhtar put all these social practices behind him with a single leap and took to walking five kilometres every morning to take his daughter to school and doing the same in the afternoon to bring her back home.


People said the man was in love with his daughter and had fallen victim to her grey eyes, the purity of her white skin, and the magic of her smile. His wife said it was madness: the girl ought to stay at home, help her mother, and wait for a groom. “You’re crazy, Abu Salah. Who lets his daughter go to school like a boy? What are people going to say about you and me?”


But the man paid no attention and told everyone who asked that the world had changed and women weren’t part of the furniture, that he’d made up his mind and no-one had the right to object.


Salma went to school for two years. Then along came the groom and the groom was the son of the owner of the land on which all the inhabitants of the village worked as labourers, so her father couldn’t refuse.


When he told her she wept and he wept at her weeping and said to her, “As you wish, my daughter. I am prepared to leave the village and go and work as a porter in the port of Tripoli for your sake, but please don’t cry.” But Salma wouldn’t stop weeping. Her father said he’d go to Sheikh Deyab and make his excuses but she shouted at him “No!” and said she consented to the match.


Hend had never seen her mother’s village, which lay far away in the middle of a valley next to the Great Southern River, which ran, exhaling the perfume of water, along the edge of Kherbet el-Raheb, so she couldn’t furnish her story with sign posts. She told Karim she’d forgotten the details because memory needs a place, time erases memories, and people only come across their memories in the crevices of places.


The story, however, took an unexpected turn and ended in a series of tragedies that engraved themselves deeply in the memory of the people of the village.


*


Salma had suddenly choked back her tears, told her father she would marry the man, and gone to her wedding as if to a funeral. Her mother couldn’t understand Salma’s hesitation over an offer of marriage that had fallen upon her from the sky. The groom was a youth of twenty-five and she was fifteen. The groom was the only son of a man who owned the lands of seven villages. The daughter of a poor labourer, she would be transformed into a lady whom all the women in the village would fall over one another to serve. She would live in a big house of stone and leave their house of mud.


The story goes that the man was patient with Salma till patience itself could be patient no more. The first night he cut his hand to allow those waiting to cheer at the sight of a sheet spotted with virgin blood. On the second he approached her and she covered her face with her hands so that her tears wouldn’t fall on the ground and he slept next to her and didn’t touch her. The third he took her hand and felt such a killing coldness that he pulled back. The fourth he said it wouldn’t do and she said, “Leave it till tomorrow.” The fifth she said she was sick and the sixth he asked her what she wanted and she said she wanted to go to school. He said she was asking the impossible and promised to bring Shaykh Hafez to teach her at home, but she said she wanted to study mathematics and science, so he laughed and said, “We’ll see.” The seventh night he took her by force. She wept and pleaded with him but he ripped off her clothes and flung her to the ground and opened her. That night a lot of blood flowed because Qasem Abd el-Karim couldn’t stop. Two days later, sitting next to her on the bed, he told her he’d tasted the sweetest honey in the world and that though a man didn’t usually apologise to a wife, he was going to. He said this and more and she bowed her head and covered herself in her tears. He said he wanted to weep because he loved her but that that would be unbecoming, and he left the room.


When Salma disappeared Qasem couldn’t believe she’d gone off with another man. She’d lived with him six years and had had three boys by him, and then suddenly she’d vanished as though she’d never been. She disappeared, and so did all her belongings. She took everything: the clothes and the small mirror and the face towel that she perfumed with rose water. And when the report arrived that she was living with the agricultural engineer, the unsuccessful crime was committed.


Abu Salah wept and wailed before his feudal master, saying he’d kill the woman himself because she had sullied his honour, but his master looked at him with contempt and said, “No, it’s nothing to do with you. She’s ours. She was ours alive and she’ll be ours dead.”


Karim told Hend he didn’t believe the bit in the story about the mistake. The husband had come, carrying a gun. He knocked on the door and the engineer opened it. The man fired, then went into the bedroom where Salma lay trembling, shot her and left.


“But he didn’t kill anyone,” said Hend. “Father was hit in the leg and my mother wasn’t hurt. The victim was my grandmother, Father’s mother, who was visiting her son to beg him to send the woman back to her husband, because she could smell blood.”


“It seems the blood my grandmother smelled was her own,” said Hend. The story ended with reconciliation, the dropping of the court case, and Salma’s marriage to her beloved.


The engineer died four years later of a clot in the brain and the first husband died too, killed during the peasant uprising in Akkar, and Salma had to swallow all these bitter pills at one go.


“I don’t know how to say this, but I never forgave her,” said Hend. “I lived all on my own. She put me in the Zahret el-Ehsan school as a half-boarder. I lived with the orphans who walk in funeral processions to collect donations and only went home at night. I’d come home my eyes half closed and when I opened them again I’d find my mother had taken me back to school.”


“Childhood memories aren’t the story,” said Karim. “Childhoods are just scraps of memories that we patch together later to make up our story when we’re grown.”


The first time Hend told him the story and said how her mother had put her in the boarding school so she could live her life the way she wanted and work in the office of Samir Yunes, the lawyer, he assumed that the woman, who was still a girl, had abandoned her daughter to be free to pursue her romantic involvement with “Uncle Samir”, as Hend called the lawyer. But the second time Hend told the story, she told it differently. She said her mother had gone to the lawyer to recover her rights to her three children and that she, Hend, had been jealous of her three brothers, whose pictures she’d never seen, that her mother had spent all her time finding people to intervene with Sheikh Deyab Abd el-Karim to allow her to see the boys, and that she’d tried to get in touch with her father to help him. The latter had told the young lawyer from Tripoli, whom Maître Samir had sent to see him, that his daughter was dead, that he was condemned to live in shame, and that he hadn’t seen his grandchildren since the day she’d run off with the engineer, because he no longer dared leave his house.


Hend said her mother had suffered greatly. She’d gone to everyone, had behaved like a mother bereaved, and had refused for the rest of her life to stop wearing her mourning clothes. When Uncle Samir asked her once, as he ate lunch at their flat, why she didn’t stop wearing mourning – seeing that the man had died five years earlier and it was enough – she said she wore black for herself, because she couldn’t see her children.


Hend said her mother had spent her life chasing a mirage, while she had spent her childhood jealous of her three brothers.


“My mother never stopped talking about them. The tears would run down her cheeks even though she wasn’t crying, and she’d talk of the three white moons, so beautiful that their light dazzled people, and she’d give me strange looks as though I was the one keeping her from them. I’d feel, I don’t know . . . I’d feel as though the night had stuck to my skin and I’d hate myself because I wasn’t white like my mother or the three moons.”


The third time she told him how her mother suffered and how she was forced to work in the lawyer’s office from dawn till dusk to make an honest living. “The money she inherited from my father ran out and she had no choice. My mother had learned how to type and went to the lawyer who’d been kind to her from the beginning and had tried to help her get her boys back. She worked for him for the rest of her life and became more than a secretary and if it hadn’t been for him, God rest his soul, we would have died of hunger.”


“He died too? Your mother must have salt on her thighs, as they say.”


“Don’t talk like that. My mother was a respectable woman.”


“But you told me he bought you the flat – just like that, for charity’s sake?”


“I don’t know, but I do know that Uncle Samir left us something too and my mother used to say that his wife was mad and kept having nervous breakdowns and the man lived an awful life even though he had the golden touch when it came to money.”


The fourth time she told him how much her mother loved her. “I know I’m her whole life. That’s why I don’t have the heart to leave her and why I agreed when she told me she wanted me and my husband to live with her.”


The fifth time Hend showed her exasperation. “I don’t know what she does at that old pharmacist’s place. I can’t understand her. She clings to me as though she loves me but I know she never has.”


“‘That pharmacist’ is my father,” said Karim.


“I know he’s your father. You’ve never told me anything about him. I’ve told you everything about my mother.”


“There’s nothing to tell,” he answered.


*


Salma had been everywhere. Karim met her for the first time when she was forty-five. He saw her coming out of the pharmacy with her short black dress that revealed the whiteness of her thighs and gave an indication of the possibilities of her firmly projecting breasts. He went into the pharmacy smiling and Nasri said to him, “See the red plums? At forty a woman’s like a ripe plum and I love plums!”


Karim Shammas found the woman everywhere he looked. When he discovered she was Hend’s mother he felt afraid, but it was too late to go back and he came to think there was a gap of silence that could not be bridged. He kept the secret to himself and avoided visiting Hend in her home so that he wouldn’t be reminded of that savage flash he’d once seen in her mother’s eyes. He hadn’t talked about it even to his twin brother, so how could he speak of it with Hend? Mothers are off limits.


“Thank God my mother died when I was little,” he’d said once to Hend.


“Doesn’t everyone love their mother?” Hend had asked in disbelief.


“No, not that. I meant something else,” he replied.


“What did you mean?” she asked.


“No, well, how can I put it? Maybe it was better that way because she didn’t have to put up with Father any longer.”


“Why? Did Uncle Nasri give her a hard time?”


“No but his eye was very ‘white’.”


“What does it mean, ‘his eye was white’?”


The discussion ended in silence. He took her hand, kissed it and said nothing. How was he supposed to tell a daughter about her mother when mothers were wrapped in the cotton wool of sanctity? How was he to tell her about the amazing potion his father had concocted from wild plants to make women his victims?


When Karim joined the medical school at the American University of Beirut, the secrets of the Shefa Pharmacy started to reveal themselves to him. Contempt for his father and hatred for his insatiable sexual appetite grew within him. His father said he’d understand things when he grew older and refused to let him enter the laboratory. “It’s the secrets of the profession, my son, and you refused to do pharmacy. Your brother, who was no good at school, knows more about pharmacy than you. One day, when you’re older, you’ll understand.”


Nasri Shammas was fifty when the incomprehensible obsession struck him. His sex life had more or less settled down after his wife’s death. He’d refused to remarry “because”, he used to say, “of the boys”, and he believed that one marriage was enough for him and there was no need for a second round of sexual dissatisfaction. He took care of his needs with prostitutes. Once a week he’d go to a brothel in that celebrated street of prostitutes named after the greatest of Arab poets, al-Mutanabbi. Once, he told Nasim the hardest thing one could do was love a prostitute. “When that happens everything turns into a mirage. You’re thirsty and you drink thirst. You drink to quench your thirst and you find yourself thirsty again.” Nasim didn’t ask what the story, which everyone knew about, was, because the man had become such an idiot he’d invited Sawsan to the flat. The smell of scandal had spread through the neighbourhood and the twins had felt ashamed.


As Karim had listened to his brother haltingly recount Hend’s version of his father’s death, he’d said he could see the woman in their flat in front of him and remember how nauseous he’d felt.


*


The brothers had come home from school to find their father sitting in front of a woman. They pulled back to get away from the strange smell but Nasri ordered them to come forward and shake hands with Tante Sawsan, as he called her.


The brothers never mentioned the matter again, as though it had been erased, and Nasim’s tears and Karim’s silence and sudden dumbness along with it. When Karim listened to the story of his father’s death, though, the smell came back, he could see before his eyes the bulging thighs, red-painted lips and long violet-coloured nails, and he believed the story.


“You mean Father didn’t slip, the way you told me over the phone?” asked Karim. And when he found out that his father hadn’t died quickly but had been taken to the hospital where the doctors had diagnosed a small crack in the skull and internal bleeding caused by his fall, he’d felt afraid. Nasri took six days to die and opened his eyes only once, for a few moments.


“I was standing next to him, holding his hand, and he opened his eyes. He saw me, his hand let go of mine, and he closed them again. Then two days later he died.”


“Did he recognise you?” asked Karim.


“I don’t know,” his brother replied.


“Maybe he thought you were me,” said Karim.


It was a habit of Nasri’s deliberately to get the names of the two brothers wrong. He’d call out to one of them using the other’s name and when the boy got angry the father would roar with laughter and apologise and say it was going to be hard for women in the future.


When his brother called to tell him of their father’s death, Karim had been struck dumb. He replaced the receiver and put his head between his hands, preparing to weep, but the tears hadn’t flowed. A lump had stuck in his throat and choked him and he’d felt he was being throttled. Against habit, he went home at noon. Bernadette asked what was wrong and he didn’t answer. He stood up, opened a bottle of wine, started drinking, and told his wife he was hungry. He ate a huge amount of spaghetti and basil and drank two bottles of red wine. Eating the spaghetti he thought of ox cheek. Talal, a Lebanese youth who had come to France to study cinema, had told him about this amazing dish when they were in some bar. He said that a friend of his father’s from Damascus who was living in Paris, and who called himself Zeryab, cooked the tastiest French dishes and had invited him to taste ox cheek. He said the flesh melted in the mouth even as the tongue savoured the fragrance of the spices. Karim ate the spaghetti and thought of ox cheek; in fact, he might go so far as to say now that at that moment he’d seen the ox in front of him and had been ready to attack it, to rip it to pieces. That was the day he discovered that death stimulates the appetite. He told his wife that Man is a cruel and trivial being because he believes he can overcome death by eating. Then he burst into tears and told Bernadette he didn’t believe Nasri was dead because the man could never die; how was he to explain to her that he’d been convinced his father would never die because he had no soul? All his life he’d felt quite comfortable with this idea, which had struck him long ago – only for him to discover its fragility at the moment of the old man’s death.


The brothers were sure their father would never die: he’d told them as much himself. Karim didn’t know when his father had spoken those words, but he knew they were a part of his life, as though he’d been born with them. In all probability Nasri had said to his sons what he had to reassure them. The boys had been terrified by the death of the father of a boy at school. They hadn’t talked about it but had been unable to sleep; their dreams had become more like waking fantasies and they’d stopped being able to recount what they dreamed.


They used to tell their father their dreams to entertain him. Nasri believed that sleep was a person’s window onto the soul, so he trained his sons to remember their dreams and the boys were expected to make up shared dreams. Things got mixed up in Karim’s mind because he no longer knew how dreams ought to be told. Usually, his brother began and he interrupted Nasim to tell his own stories, but soon he’d find himself following the course of his brother’s dream. Did the twins see the same dreams?


Though, in fact, they weren’t twins. It was their father who’d turned them into twins and imposed on them the illusion that they resembled one another in everything, leaving in so doing his fingerprints on every aspect of their future lives.


The two children were terrified when the father of one of the students at the Frères school died unexpectedly of a heart attack. They came home from school with the signs of panic sketched in their eyes, but Nasri noticed nothing. He was sitting in the living room sipping coffee and smoking, and sitting next to him was Tante Sawsan. The woman’s nails were painted a bright violet and there were smears of lipstick on the butt of her cigarette. Her voice was loud and hard and her eyes looked droopy because the mascara had run. Nasri was looking at her, his smile swaying to the swaying of her face as he sank into the thick smoke from her cigarette. He saw his sons were in the flat though he hadn’t noticed their arrival. He asked them to come up to the woman, who kissed them, leaving on them a smell of sweat mixed with a cloying perfume. When the boys had arrived home at 4 p.m. they’d been surprised to see movement in the living room. Usually the flat was empty, their father at the shop, the windows closed, and there’d be a smell of the disinfectants with which the pharmacist cleaned the flat for fear of germs. That sunny spring day in April, however, they’d found the windows open and smelled a strange smell. Their father went off with the woman, leaving them on their own, and when he returned at 9 p.m. the flat was in darkness and the boys were in bed. He heard a strange sound in their room, went in on tiptoe without turning on the light, and found them crying. He went up to them and they pretended to be asleep. He shook them and tried to wake them up, and their crying stopped. But they never showed they were awake. The next morning, as they were eating fried eggs, he asked them what they’d been dreaming about, but they didn’t answer. When he insisted and looked at Nasim, who as a child had provided the weak point through which the pharmacist could force himself into the life of his sons, the boy burst into tears and asked his father not to die.


That morning Nasri promised his sons he wouldn’t die. He told them he would stay with them and never leave them.


“We don’t want that woman who was with you yesterday,” said Nasim, crying.


“O.K.,” said Nasri. “Forgive me. I was abandoned for a moment. God abandoned me and put me in the way of that whore.”


“What’s a whore?” asked Nasim.


“You’re still young. Shut up and don’t ask questions!” yelled Karim.


The boys decided to believe Nasri but Sawsan’s shadow continued to haunt the flat, even creeping into their dreams, and the name of the woman with the violet nails stayed with them a long time.


When Nasim told his brother about the first time he had sex with a prostitute in the souk, he said he’d “sawsanned” to the singing of Mohamed Abd el-Wahhab emerging from a large wooden wireless set on the prostitute’s bedside table; she’d opened her legs, yawned, and fallen into a doze.


“Was her name really Sawsan?” asked Karim.


“Sawsan’s something else. I’m telling you how I got on. I was sawsanning her and everything was going fine but when I told her how nice sawsanning was she started to laugh and you know what happens if someone laughs and you’re inside them.”


“I don’t know and I don’t want to know,” said Karim.


“You’re an idiot and you always will be an idiot about women. The only way to learn, you ass, is from whores, because if you don’t start practising now the women will laugh at you and you’ll have a headache all your life from the horns.”


When Nasim had told his brother he was an idiot he was referring to his relationship with Hend. Nasim took back his words when he found his brother was having an affair with the brown-skinned girl. In truth, though, there was nothing to take back as matters hadn’t gone any further between them than smiles when she’d come to the pharmacist’s with her mother. Nasim had said to his brother jokingly that perhaps she’d love both of them at the same time, then noticed the anger on his brother’s face and said, “No, I was just joking, don’t take it so hard. But I have to take you to the souk so you can get some practice on the women there.”


Karim couldn’t get Sawsan out of his mind. He saw the image of his father mixed up with weird sexual dreams. Karim hadn’t admitted to his brother that the first ejaculation of his life had been a result of one of those dreams, but Nasim had known with a twin’s intuition that Sawsan’s nights moistened his brother’s too with the smell of manhood.


Nasri had told his sons not to be afraid as he was never going to die. Karim believed his father, and the business became linked to a strange conceptualisation that had taken shape in his mind via some process he couldn’t understand. He grew convinced his father wouldn’t die because the man had no soul. His father, with his white hair, was a mass of taut nerves and muscles. The pharmacist continued to run and swim up to his death at the age of seventy-six: he was thin and had firm muscles – unlike his sons who tended to be slightly overweight and had problems with their health. Karim got stomach aches and Nasim carried from his childhood the burden of asthma, which, he reckoned, was the result of genetic factors inherited from their mother, who passed on to them the whiteness of her skin, her straight back, and her poor health. The dark-skinned father with the crown of white hair would look at his sons in sorrow and ask himself what relation they bore to him: “It’s like you weren’t my children. I swear I have no idea where your mother got you from.” Nasim overcame the asthma when he was twelve and started to swim, but poor health continued to dog his elder brother.


Karim had told his brother that their father had no soul and would, therefore, never die, since, for a person to die, the soul has to leave the body. Nasri, in contrast, was a body without a soul, one that held itself together on its own, as uniform in its consistency as something cast out of brown mud and then baked in the sun.


*


When Karim had picked up the receiver in Montpellier and heard his brother’s voice recounting the news, he’d seen, as clearly as though it were taking place before his eyes, a strange scene: his father falling to the ground and breaking up into pieces like a child’s doll, the limbs and various parts all becoming detached. He’d knelt down to pick up the pieces and put them together again, and every time he touched a piece it had turned into sticky clay. Had the dream come from the sense of exile and loneliness he’d felt when his brother told him their father had died and that there was no need to come to Beirut because they’d already buried him? Or was it a fantasy, a picture created by the poor connection and the crackling that had obscured his brother’s voice?


“Why didn’t you tell me so that I could come to the burial?” Karim had asked angrily.


“I couldn’t get a line. Have you forgotten where we are? It’s the war’s fault. Anyway, don’t take on. We all die someday. What matters is that the man didn’t suffer.”


Karim now understood why his brother’s voice had been neutral, even indifferent. Now, in the Beirut to which the dermatologist had returned, leaving France to smell once more the scent of ground coffee mixed with apples, he understood that the father who had slipped in his son Nasim’s living room had committed his last crime at the moment of his death, and that the man had lived his whole life for Sawsan.


*


Sawsan was the name the brothers gave to having sex, and the woman with the dirty violet fingernails occupied a large area of the private language that they hadn’t stopped using. When Karim decided to emigrate, his brother had asked, “What are we going to tell Hend about Sawsan?” and Karim had given him an angry look and asked him not to mix Hend up in things of that kind.


“What, you haven’t done any Sawsan together?”


“Of course not. Are you crazy?”


“You mean you love her without having . . . ?”


“It’s none of your business.”


“You must be lying. You can’t think I’m so stupid I’d believe you.”


He hadn’t got as far as Sawsan with Hend. Throughout the four years, they’d played around at the edges of sex, which was why he didn’t feel guilty when he decided to go to France. He’d spoken to Bernadette of fear. He’d told her that the war had taught him that fear makes an empty space in one’s heart. He’d told her that the fear which hits you in the knees is only a beginning and not to be compared with the deep fear that grips the ribcage and makes holes in the heart.


He hadn’t been able to explain to Hend the fear that had made him lose all his feelings for her and everything else in Beirut, and think of nothing but escape. He’d wanted to leave so that he could find his heart again and learn to breathe once more.


He’d told his French wife he was going to Beirut just to take a look, promising he’d leave the final decision to her. Bernadette didn’t believe him. She said he was a liar, like all Lebanese. She also said that she’d been amazed to discover that the Lebanese lie without realising they’re lying: they lie and believe themselves, and then proceed to act in accordance with their lies. She said she couldn’t tell fact from fiction in her husband’s stories and then was even more taken aback by his reaction. He’d laughed and said, “You’re right mais c’est pas grave.” How was he to explain to her that nothing was grave except the grave, meaning death, and that the rest was “all soap”? When she heard his translations of Lebanese proverbs she’d scowl and get angry and ask him not to talk to her about soap or speak of “slipping people up”.


She’d been right to do so. He’d kept going on about soap till his father had slipped and died and now he had no choice but to go back to France. He thought of telling her, when he got back to his home there, that it was the soap that had decided everything, and he smiled. Then he seemed to see her scowl, which devoured her face until there was nothing of it left but her long reddish nose.


Nasri Shammas, to whom the title “Dr” had attached itself because of the remedies he put together in his pharmacy and which he claimed to have invented, hadn’t slipped: someone had made him slip. Hend told him this, but Nasim thought he was responsible. Nasim was astounded when he found out that Hend had told his brother and cursed at his wife for it. “Don’t believe her, she’s a whore!” he’d told his brother, and he’d screamed in his wife’s face and cursed her out. “All women are whores. That’s what Nasri used to say and she’s just like the rest of them.”


When Hend heard the word on her husband’s lips she left the flat saying she’d never come back. It was night, and raining. Karim tried to catch up with the woman to persuade her not to leave but he stopped in his tracks when he heard his brother’s voice say in threatening tones, “You too, you want to screw my wife for me? Stay where you are and don’t you move.”


Nasim’s voice sounded like those of the militiamen, and in his finger, raised in warning, Karim had seen a phantom gun poised to shoot.


After everything that had happened Karim had decided to go and see the older woman, for Hend’s sake, but what was he supposed to say and where would he find the words? Should he apologise to Salma because he’d fled Beirut out of fear for his life and of the fate the war would bring? Or should he use as his excuse the destiny that had decreed Hend remain in the family as his twin brother Nasim’s wife? Should he try to justify the brutality with which his brother dealt with his wife or get to the bottom of the truth, which would otherwise remain forever unknown?


When he visited her on the last day of his Beirut trip, he’d felt as though he’d been struck dumb. He’d sat down like an idiot and had no idea what to say.


Hend had gone back to her husband and had no need of his words, but she’d become another woman. She would live the rest of her life with a husband who no longer resembled the Nasim who had consoled her after her fiancé’s departure and then made her broken heart an offer it could not refuse.









3


Karim hadn’t felt sad at missing his father’s funeral as he’d decided, from the moment of his arrival in Montpellier, to forget Beirut and the war and devote himself to rebuilding his life. But he had felt a chasm open up inside him, that “valley that forms inside a person’s guts to teach him that he’s the slave of time”, as Nasri used to say when flown with wine. The pharmacist drank red wine in inordinate quantities and his tears would run down his cheeks as he listened to Umm Kulthoum singing about waiting for love. He’d answer his sons’ questioning looks at these lachrymose moments by saying that Umm Kulthoum’s voice opened up the bottomless chasm that exists inside us all. Karim saw his father cry only at moments of ecstasy, when the Egyptian singer’s voice became a great womb that expanded to embrace all desires and sorrows. Wine and tears, these were the waters of life, Nasri would say as he devoured raw sheep’s flesh. He’d put together little morsels of raw sheep’s liver for his sons and decorate them with mint and onions, and he’d drink and wipe away the tears of ecstasy.


Deep in his soul, Nasri believed himself to be a philosopher because he’d discovered the secret of desire. This business of the secret came about after the incident with Sawsan and because of his sense of guilt when faced with his sons’ tear-drenched dreams, which had made him decide to change his life, giving up his weekly visits to Beirut’s street of prostitutes, cutting his ties to the woman with the violet nails, and devoting himself to developing his talents as a maker of potions and blender of herbs.


This new chapter in Nasri’s emotional life revolved around his shop and took bizarre forms that drove his first-born son, who was studying medicine at the American University in Beirut, to feel alienated from everything. It was a story never told, but all its elements were present in the minds of the two brothers, as though they knew all its details, and as though it had been told to them complete. No story is real that isn’t born of silence, whispers, and fidgets.


Nasri Shammas was celebrated for his brilliance as a pharmacist. The fame of the Shefa Pharmacy took wing after he discovered a cure for skin burns. The preparation was just a kind of heavy, sticky, black ointment but it took Nasri Shammas’ name to the heights once the Beirut fire brigade endorsed it as the one and only treatment for the burns their men sometimes suffered. Nasri never disclosed the secret of this black ointment and he continued to make pharmaceutical discoveries, including a potion he sold as a cure for house plants, from which he made a fortune. He told everyone there were no chemicals in this Green Potion because he’d concocted it from a combination of herbs, and that the miraculous powers it possessed could bring dead plants back to life and make living plants flourish amazingly. The Green Potion was his means of worming his way into women’s hearts. He refused to go to people’s houses; those wanting his remedy had to bring their plants to his pharmacy, where he would mix the required amounts. And the potions he prepared produced magical results.


The first time Salma came to his pharmacy it was because of a basil plant that was refusing to grow, the second over a wilting jasmine. The white-skinned widow had found her sole consolation in the world of plants. Her balcony, which looked out over the Beidoun Mosque in the lower part of Beirut’s Ashrafieh district, was full of them. She planted Damascus rose bushes, claiming that their smell reminded her of the three sons she had left behind in their distant village when, compelled by her heart, she had come to Beirut. Love, though, has no logic: she had come because of a desire that had filled her heart only to find that same heart ground to powder by the longing for another kind of love. Once she’d told her daughter she was an ass. “I’m an ass. I left three men for the sake of one and look what happened to me! The man died and left me with a girl and now I live like I’m dead.”


Why did Salma always lie to herself? Hend discovered the secret of her lies only when she got married and began herself to live the lie of a hankering for a love that had vanished and was now forbidden to her. She’d told her husband, as she warned him against her mother, that the woman was a liar. Salma didn’t make up stories, as many do, as a veil to conceal her life; rather, she put together tragic scenarios in whose shadows she could live and so give her life meaning. She wept for her children and wore mourning for her husband, but she lived out a long affair with the lawyer in whose office she worked. It came to an end only when he proposed to her that they change to being friends, saying that he couldn’t anymore, that he had to remember his age, and that it was over. This was the beginning of the desert. The lawyer was seventy-one and Salma had just turned forty-five. She was terrified by the thought of the end and what they call, in literary Arabic, “the age of despair”. It was then that the pharmacist’s shop opened its doors to her and she tasted, in the herbal preparations that he made, an unquenchable desire.


The relationship remained a secret because the pharmacist was implacable with his women – no emotions and no melodrama; plants and pleasure, and that was it. No calls, no love letters. When the Damascus rose had reached more than a metre, he decided it was time for Salma to enter the trap. He told her her eyes were sad and that her radiant white face was under threat of losing its bloom. He told her that the age of despair didn’t begin at forty. “It’s long after that. That’s just an illusion. Your despair, madam, is psychological and I have the answer.” He said he had a herbal potion that would give her back her lustre and keep the dullness from her eyes. “Maybe it’s because I don’t sleep well at night,” she said. He disappeared for a few minutes and returned bearing a small flask.


“Is it like the Green Potion for the roses?” she asked.


“Take it and put a teaspoonful in a cup of hot tea before you go to bed and then see how well you sleep.”


He said if she put a teaspoonful of the herbal liquid into her cup of tea in the evening and drank it before sleeping, she would wake up a new woman. “Drink it, come back here tomorrow evening at five, and tell me.”


Salma hesitated before agreeing. Then she took the small bottle and left, only to find herself the next morning just as the old pharmacist had said. Everything in her was bursting open and desire was plunging from her lips to her breasts. In the midst of the biting chills of March she took a cold shower and ended up hotter than before. Everything in her was alight, she felt she was another woman, and she found herself, without knowing how or why, on her way to the pharmacy. She remembered the man had told her to come at five in the evening but she was in front of his shop door at ten in the morning. He saw her, made a sign to her with his finger to go away, and held up the five fingers of his hand to remind her of their appointment. Salma’s face flushed red with embarrassment and shame and she left, having decided never to return. She felt humiliated before this older man who was always swallowing his saliva and gargling with water and spitting it out because his salivary glands had dried up. Despite this, she found herself counting the minutes; time hardened over her eyes and refused to move. She took a hot shower, stood contemplating her naked body before the mirror, and was swept by an irresistible lust. She was aware of her body as she never had been before. She approached the mirror to allow her body to embrace its image and saw desire dangling like bunches of light and darkness. She told the old pharmacist, who was greedily licking her breasts with his tongue, that the waters of his flask had watered both the image and the shadow of the image as the two merged and parted, and that she’d discovered the other woman who lived inside her. “Tell me, Doctor. What’s that called?”


At a quarter to five Salma had found herself walking once more in the direction of the pharmacy where the man was waiting for her. He took her hand and led her into the back room. She smelled perfumes, herbs, and medicines, felt dizzy, and put out her hand to steady herself against the wall. The pharmacist took her by the arm and sat her down on the couch and began to devour her. She told him, “Take me,” and he answered that he was going to eat her and started devouring her breasts. She tried to ask him about the mirror and how she’d seen the image merging with its shadow but he told her to stop talking. “No talking!” he yelled at her, so she stopped talking and went inside herself, where everything was overflowing. Slowly, darkness spread over the man and the woman lying on the bed of lust and they became like two shadows.


And when the rite of love that the pharmacist refused to call love had ended, Salma put on her clothes and got ready to leave. She refused, however, to take the little bottle. “That’s it, Nasri. Hend and Nasim are about to get married and you still want to fool around? That’s it, my dear. I’m getting old and soon I’ll be a grandmother. Plus you’re never satisfied. Tell me: you give me that medicine, but what do you take yourself? How can your body stand it at your age? Anyway, I’m done with it. I’m tired of this body of mine that doesn’t feel like it’s mine anymore.”


He told her he’d thought about it and maybe she was right, “but what does ‘right’ mean? There is no right in this world.” He said too that his medicine had proved that the body had no limits. “Desire is like time: it’s always there because it repeats itself endlessly.”


She asked him about the other days of the week and he scowled and said there were no other days and asked her not to mention the subject again.


After two months of their meetings, which took place regularly every Tuesday at five, she told him she wouldn’t be sticking to the time he’d set and would arrive whenever she felt like it because she’d begun to feel jealous. He told her sharply that the game of love and jealousy ill became one who had reached the last stage of life’s journey, and that if she was looking for love she’d have to find it elsewhere “because I don’t have any room left in my heart.”


Did Salma break the agreement and arrive some other day to find the shop’s doors closed? Did she feel jealous, or was it that she’d had enough of the “love potion” game? Or did the relationship go on for years, as Karim believed?


No-one but Salma knew the true story and she told it to no-one. She told her daughter, whose heart Karim had broken by leaving for France forever, to accept Nasim’s offer of marriage. She said life had taught her that “it’s all the same. What matters is for the woman to know how to make her soul hover above her body when she’s making love. Love, my dear, isn’t feelings. Love is practice.”


How had this woman, who had abandoned her village and her children for another man, come by such a capacity to philosophise? Is it true that once she went to Nasri without taking the potion and that when the man realised the woman wasn’t intoxicated with desire but was watching him, everything in him went soft and he couldn’t perform anymore? That he put his clothes on in a hurry and said “It’s over”?


But it wasn’t over because Salma kept up her relationship with Nasri for the sake of her plants. The strange thing is that she didn’t feel the man had tricked her. She told him once she was grateful to him for his amazing potion, which had made her savour the taste of the lees, and he’d smiled and said nothing. The relationship would take another turn, however, when Nasri found himself obliged to accompany his son Nasim on a visit to Salma in her flat to ask for the hand of her only daughter.


*


When Karim had heard the news of his father’s death, he’d drunk two bottles of red wine, then sat in the living room with a glass of cognac before him, swaying in ecstasy to the voice of Umm Kulthoum resounding through the flat as she sang to the music of Sheikh Zakariya Ahmad, “I wait for you.” Bernadette had asked him to turn down the volume “because we’re living in a civilised country called France”; he’d cursed her sotto voce in Arabic. He’d felt the chasm opening inside him and heard Nasri’s voice, coated with wine, declaring that Man was an idiotic creature incapable of understanding that his death as an individual was of no importance except as a marker of time.


Had Salma’s relationship with his father made him feel an aversion to Hend so that he had to escape from Lebanon and never go back?


When Karim left for Montpellier, he was afraid, because of the savagery with which his friend Khaled Nabulsi had died. Had Nabulsi been his friend? He’d hardly known him and had no idea why Khaled had chosen him, of all people, to tell him of how he’d seen death in the General’s eyes. He’d seen death and died. What did death look like? Does everyone see his death before he dies?


Karim set off for the past, only to discover that he could no longer visit it. Things happen in a deluge and pile up one on top of the other. The father dies as a result of slipping on the living-room floor at Nasim’s flat, and the man’s image holds sway over his son’s imagination in a southern French city, where the father holds up his glass of red wine and announces he never drinks water. The pharmacist’s medical theory in this regard rested on a curious supposition. When asked at the café why he never drank his glass of iced water before starting on the Turkish coffee, he answered that he never went near water because it was bad for one’s health. “A man’s blood is full of iron and what happens if you put water on iron? The iron turns to rust. That’s why I only drink the juice of the grape. Wine doesn’t rust and it stops everything else from rusting.”


The man who had come up with the rust theory began his day by drinking a litre of cold water: in the early morning one’s sun still hadn’t risen, the soul was in a limbo between life and death, the blood was cold, and you had to drink water to clean the body out. In the morning, and only in the morning, water didn’t oxidise the blood. The morning was for water, the rest of the day and the night were for wine. The only exception was Sunday, when Nasri would get up early to buy mutton and prepare the kibbeh nayyeh, the tabbouleh and the grill. He’d set up the arak table too, as alcohol worked as an antidote to the poison of the water and turned it white as milk. The only thing that went with raw meat was alcohol that had been distilled by fire, which made it purer than water.


Sunday was arak day. The father would sit at the head of the table and get drunk, talking of women in their role as the chemistry of the world. He would eat and talk and discuss mutton, which had to be eaten raw, for the sheep, by virtue of its not needing fire, had become a symbol. It was the last marker that tied a person to his past and reminded him of the taste of the beginning.


The sons didn’t understand the connection between chemistry and flesh, were disgusted by the smell of the blood in the raw liver, and would eat the kibbeh only after it had been dipped in olive oil, which absorbed the taste. In France, though, the flavour of things would change.


*


Two months after his marriage, on a Sunday, while Karim was waiting for his wife Bernadette to finish putting on her make-up so that they could go to the Place de la Comédie and eat lunch at one of the restaurants there, he’d felt a desire for kibbeh nayyeh and a glass of arak, and to tell his wife about the chemistry of women. The Lebanese doctor hadn’t drunk a drop of arak since his arrival in the French city, having turned instead to French wine, in which he’d discovered the flavour of life, becoming an expert on the different kinds, and how to match them to the dishes of French cuisine, which he’d adopted, claiming it was the greatest in the world. But once he found himself in his own home, and with the woman to whom he was married, he’d felt things weren’t right without arak on Sundays. He told his wife, as they ate their coq au vin, that the following week he’d invite her to eat a Lebanese lunch that he’d prepare at home. The nurse looked at him uncomprehendingly with her blue eyes. Karim had avoided talking about his country and had refused her invitation to the city’s Lebanese restaurant, saying Lebanese food was heavy on the stomach and reminded him of things he’d decided to forget. He’d kept in touch with the taste of his country only through his Turkish coffee which, after his marriage, he would also stop drinking, substituting for it espresso.


She’d asked him what was going on and he told her about his father’s Sunday ceremonies. The woman smiled and said her father had warned her that this homesickness would soon appear.


“What did he say?” he asked her.


She told him her father had said that when a man marries he returns to his family and his homeland.


“But he wants to forget Lebanon. He’s more French than you are,” she’d responded. “Plus I don’t mind. I married a Lebanese and I want him to be a bit Lebanese. It’s better.”


She said her father had warned her against Oriental men. They bullied their wives and beat them.


“And did you believe him?” asked Karim.


“Of course not,” she answered.


“You were wrong. You should have believed him,” he said and burst out laughing as he saw how her face changed, her lower lip falling, a sign of her annoyance. He put out his hand, touched her lip, and felt desire. She’d known since their first encounter that when he put his hand out to touch her lower lip it meant he wanted her right then, after which remaining in the bar or restaurant where they were was out of the question.


She said they hadn’t yet eaten. “Wait a little. Plus you know I don’t like making love in the afternoon.”


“I’m not a bully and I’ll never beat you, but it’s how things are,” he’d told her, saying the problem was one of language. The Arabs call the father or husband “the master of the house” and he’d discovered that in Hebrew the word baal was used for “husband” – the very word used in classical Arabic. In the ancient Phoenician-Canaanite language the word meant “lord” but was also the name of their chief god, which meant, in other words, that the husband was a baal, i.e. was a god.


She looked at him with her sky-blue eyes and said she didn’t like that kind of humour. They finished their meal in silence and when they went home he didn’t try to have sex with her during their siesta but lay next to her like an angel.


The following Sunday morning Bernadette awoke to a clattering in the kitchen and found her husband fine-chopping parsley and tomatoes and mixing minced meat with onion, the dishes piling up in the sink. She went to help him but he asked her to leave as her presence would spoil the surprise. He said he’d make her a café au lait and bring it to her in the living room.


At 1 p.m. the surprise had turned into a table covered with vegetables, the tabbouleh and kibbeh nayyeh at their centre. He poured the arak and they drank. She said the Ricard tasted different. “Ricard!” he said angrily. “Like Ricard,” she said. At this he explained to her that arak was the essence of white grapes, that it was mixed with aniseed while being distilled, and that it was the most sublime product of the Ottoman Empire at its height and not to be compared to the aniseed liquor from which Ricard was made. He made her a plate of tabbouleh and she ate and said the salad was nice but there was something in it that tasted strange. He explained to her, as he gave her a piece of the large tomato that he had hollowed out and filled with salt, spices, ice, and arak, that the people of Lebanon sprinkled arak over the tabbouleh, which was not a salad as she thought, but God’s juneina or garden, being all the vegetables produced by the earth mixed with cracked wheat. He explained that the word juneina was the diminutive of janna, meaning Paradise, because the paradise that God had promised Man was an endless garden whose vegetables, fruit, and waters were never depleted.


Bernadette ate of God’s garden, feeling the burning taste of the arak, and her tongue had just started to get used to the flavour of the arak that permeated the parsley when the time came for the kibbeh nayyeh. He presented her with a plate decorated with mint and white onion, and she had barely inserted her fork into the dish when she heard him say there was no need for a fork. The kibbeh was eaten with bread, using the hand. She placed a morsel in her mouth and tried to get used to its strange taste, closing her eyes to concentrate on appreciating the kibbeh, then asked him what it was. He tried to explain to her that kibbeh was a mixture of mutton, onions, cracked wheat, salt, and spices and resembled steak tartare.


“Now I understand,” she said.


She jumped up and ran to the kitchen, returning with a raw egg, and before the astounded Karim could say or do anything, she’d broken the egg into a small dish and beaten it with her fork preparatory to putting it on top of the dish of kibbeh.


Karim snatched the dish from his wife’s hand and the raw egg spilled onto the table.


“What are you doing?” he yelled in Arabic.


“C’est du steak tartare, non?”


“Absolutely non! Now look what you’ve done.”


The Frenchwoman burst out laughing and took a napkin to remove the traces of egg from the table, which gave off a cloying smell. He took the plate of kibbeh and threw it into the garbage, trying to explain to her that egg made everything zinikh. When he searched for an equivalent of the word zinikh in French he couldn’t find one – not odeur âcre, not pourriture, certainly not relent acide. How was he to explain to her the meaning of zinikh? He resorted to the dictionary but found nothing and contented himself with saying “C’est un odeur désagréable.”


She said she understood nothing and that his conduct did not resemble that of the civilised man she had married. He tried to placate her, saying it wasn’t his fault but that of the French language for not including the word zinikh.


Time, however, would change everything. Bernadette ended up making tabbouleh, kibbeh, and all the different casseroles. She didn’t sprinkle arak over the tabbouleh because she discovered that the custom had died out in Lebanon and that Nasri hammas was the last Lebanese to sprinkle arak over the “vegetable garden”, as the two small boys had called tabbouleh, which became an almost daily dish. But the issue of language grew in importance: it reached its peak after his brother informed Karim that he’d married Hend, and Karim became afflicted, when talking to his wife, with the habit of coughing through his words.


*


Dr Karim Shammas had met Nurse Bernadette César at the Tex Mex bar. The Lebanese doctor was drunk. He had drunk too many beers and tequilas to count. He had no idea how the blonde with blue eyes found her way into his bed. In the morning he got a surprise when she told him she worked as a nurse at the Hôpital Saint Bernard, where he did.


He told her he hadn’t noticed her, perhaps because the white nurse’s uniform was like a veil, and was seeing her now as though for the first time.


“You and the nurses!” she said.


“Me?”


How had he failed to notice the presence of this woman, for whom he’d been looking? Since arriving in France he’d found himself incapable of approaching any blue-eyed blonde. All the women he’d met were brunettes.


Later he’d tell Bernadette that he’d left Beirut to escape the sun, which tanned the earth, the trees, and the women and turned them brown.


“Aren’t the leaves of the trees over there green?” she’d asked incredulously.


“Not exactly. You know, it’s just a way of speaking, c’est le sens de la parole,” he said. He saw the confusion in her eyes and tried to explain that “when we Lebanese say ‘it’s just a way of speaking’ it means we don’t have that particular meaning in mind, or that the meaning doesn’t have a meaning.” He laughed out loud and asked her to forget about it.


Karim had discovered Montpellier’s Tex Mex bar by chance. He was walking down a dark street and the name caught his fancy. He went in and drank a beer. Suddenly his eyes caught Sophie’s. The tall well-fleshed woman was standing behind the bar and laughing, the drunks gathered around her. He could see her large firm breasts gleaming through the opening of her blouse. He went up to the bar and found himself beneath the huge bosoms and within range of the loud chortling. Sophie turned towards him and yelled, “A new customer! He has to try the tequila with salt.” The clamouring and murmuring around the bar increased and Karim had the feeling he wasn’t following what was being said. He stood there waiting for his glass of tequila. The woman undid the buttons of her yellow blouse and, with lightning speed, her breasts popped out. She took the bottle of tequila, doused her cleavage, and sprinkled a little salt on it while simultaneously seizing Karim’s head. The Lebanese doctor found himself following the droplets with their intoxicating bouquet on their downward course and gobbling at her cleavage. He felt the woman press his head between her huge breasts and that the world was spinning.


She pulled his head out and poured again, and the faces and lips leapt forward. Karim saw his face among those of the others. He tried to gather up the drops with his tongue and the dizziness started. He pulled back and his eyes met those of a French girl with a dainty face smiling at him and nodding her head. He couldn’t remember what they said but in the morning, when he saw the girl in his bed and found out she was the Nurse Bernadette who worked with him at the hospital, he felt a bit sheepish. He lit his first cigarette of the morning and contemplated the beauty which had been hidden from his eyes throughout the previous months by a nurse’s uniform. She asked him why he’d said the night before that his name was Sinalcol. “You made me laugh,” she said. “You were lapping up the tequila and claiming your name was Sinalcol? C’était sympa.” She explained to him that sin alcohol was Spanish and meant “alcohol-free”. He said he couldn’t remember, and that it was the name of a friend of his so he hadn’t thought about what it meant.


He said he didn’t know the man: “It was just my idea that he was my friend because he was like a ghost. The war had created a ghost whom no-one ever met. Maybe the man didn’t exist but he became a name and I thought of him as my friend because he fascinated me.”


“How could he fascinate you when you hadn’t met him?” she asked.


“His name fascinated me,” he answered. “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you about it someday.”


He heard her say, “You Lebanese!” and ask him where he kept the coffee because she needed a cup of café au lait.


He leapt out of bed, trotted to the kitchen, and put the little holder in which he boiled the water for his coffee on the stove, explaining to the French nurse that he didn’t drink French café au lait in the morning, he drank Turkish coffee.


“You’re Turkish?” she said wonderingly. “I thought you were Lebanese.”


He said Turkish coffee was Lebanese coffee too and that it was a spécialité libanaise. She laughed and didn’t understand.


As time passed Karim would forget the taste of Turkish coffee because Bernadette hated it and it was only with Ghazala, the maid who brought the taste of things back to his tongue, that he would rediscover its strong flavour and the jolt to the heart that accompanied the first morning sips of it.


When Karim left Beirut for France his consciousness had been wrapped in fog. All he could remember now of the first months of his stay in Montpellier was the sense of loss that made him accept everything. He was like someone who wanted to forget who he was, forget how things had pulled the carpet from under his feet. He told Bernadette later that he had lost the taste of things and wanted to marry her so he could recover his soul.


The French nurse had been taken by surprise by the offer of marriage made by the eccentric Lebanese doctor six months after they met. She’d told him she was afraid and would prefer it if they could go to Lebanon so she could meet his family before accepting the offer.


He turned his face away and said no. “Not Lebanon. I’ll never go to Lebanon, not now and not after a hundred years. Refuse if you like but you’ll never go to Lebanon.”


*


Bernadette hadn’t been able to believe her ears when she heard Karim say he was going to Lebanon to build a dermatology hospital in Beirut. She told him he’d changed a lot. “You’re not the man I married.”


“And you’re not the woman,” he said and burst out laughing.


He’d told Nasim when recounting what he’d done in France that he’d discovered his other face there. “It’s as though I’m not me. It’s as though over there I was someone else.”


“And now, have you gone back to being you?” Nasim had asked.


“No,” Karim had responded. “Now I’ve become a third person.”


There, in France, Karim had put on the face of the doctor he was to become. He’d found himself one of a circle of physicians around Professor Didier Struffe, a French doctor of Russian origin who was professor of dermatology at the University of Montpellier. Alongside a group of outstanding French students, Karim passed the concours internat exam, being the only foreigner to do so. At his first meeting with his White Russian professor he’d said that he’d wanted to study psychology but been afraid to. He told his professor, while informing him of his decision to study dermatology, that he’d been afraid of himself. “Faced with a patient whose soul has disintegrated you must yourself possess an unshakeably well-grounded personality, and I don’t.”


Professor Struffe had astonished him by speaking of the skin as the person’s alter ego. “I am my skin,” he would say as he explained to his students that the skin was the most important part of the body. “The skin’s most important function is to mediate between the person and the external temperature. Without skin we would be naked before death,” he said in his first class. “Did you know that the skin of someone weighing seventy kilograms weighs fourteen kilograms and has a surface area of two square metres?” He spoke of the human skin as though it was a work of art, drawing for his students a picture of an organ that contained within itself all other organs, and of a consciousness that extended over the entirety of the human body.


The skin of pleasure and the skin of pain. A skin that defines the limits of the body and a skin that connects it to others. A skin that sweats and a skin that blushes. A skin that protects a person and a skin that makes him vulnerable. The professor said a person could live without the four senses of sight, hearing, smell, and taste, but he could not live without the sense of touch because one who loses his skin loses his life.


Karim Shammas said to his Russian professor: “I get it. No blood and no madness. We’re in the presence of touch and the seductions of the fingers.”


He entered the empire of the skin, the relationships between epidermis, dermis, and hypodermis. He told Bernadette, whose belly had started to show stretch marks after the birth of their second daughter, “It’s the dermis, my dear. The fibres have begun to break up and the white skin is the problem. Your white skin has begun to split. I can treat it with ointments or by laser, as you wish.”


The enchantment of skin diseases lies in the fact that treating them is like dealing with an artistic phenomenon, which is to say it’s like music. The doctor has to discover the rhythm of his patient’s body, and when he does so the problem is solved, and treating it with ointments is almost like looking for ways in which it can be seduced. Of course, there are diseases that were once resistant to treatment, such as syphilis, which penicillin came along and put an end to. A residue of such diseases continues to exist, and these made Karim’s skin crawl. There was, for example, “cockscomb disease” – in French V.P.H. – a kind of wart in the area of the testes or penis which now, thanks to antibiotics, can be treated.


*


The world constructed by the White Russian professor saved Karim. Later he would tell Muna, as he licked her white, wet thigh, that he could read her via the relationship of his hand to her skin, read the topography of her soul and the intricacies of love.


She said she’d come to say goodbye to him, not listen to a lecture on medicine.


He said he wasn’t lecturing but recounting his feelings and discovering that we can only read love at the end. The poets were wrong when they wrote of the combustion at the beginning of love because that was only an illusion ignited by illusion. The reality could be read at the end, at the moment of loss, and only those who lost were capable of discovering its meanings.


“Cut the philosophy,” she’d said and busied herself drying her wet body.


Karim stopped talking. He felt he had no right to speak, for when you discover that the game has been played to its end, only silence suits the moment.


*


Only the body speaks; that was what his studies in Montpellier had taught him. Within the fingers and palm of the hand is contained the whole world.


He told his Russian professor the story of the Spiritual Fluids on which Dr Dahesh had built his entire school and the students laughed along with the professor, who’d said, “This isn’t a class in magic and legerdemain.”


Karim didn’t believe those cock-and-bull stories himself, he’d only wanted to provide support for the “I = my skin” idea propounded by his professor. His father’s brief conversion to the Daheshism that had become widespread among Lebanese doctors during the 1950s had led the pharmacist to learn the art of legerdemain. What had caught Karim’s attention, though, were his father’s memories of the most important dermatologist in Beirut, Dr Marcel Khineisar, who was a follower of the Daheshian School – founded by an Assyrian from Bethlehem – that had dominated Beirut’s social and political life in that decade. Dr Dahesh’s theory stated that one’s skin flowed, and that he could cause a person to be present in more than one place. This in turn had driven his father and many other doctors and pharmacists of his ilk to believe in magic as the highest form of religion.
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