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And when, in the course of his journey through the wilderness, Jesus came upon a decaying skull and beseeched God that it should speak, the Lord gave it to utter thus: “I am Balwan bin Hafs, king of Yemen. I lived one thousand years, sired one thousand offspring, deflowered one thousand virgins, defeated one thousand armies, and conquered one thousand cities! But all of this was like a dream, and may he who hears my tale not be deceived by the world.” And Jesus, peace be upon him, did so passionately weep that he fainted.


AL-ABSHEEHI, Al-Mustatref





Prologue



This is no tale. And it may not be of particular interest to readers, as people these days have more important things to do than read stories or listen to tales. And they are absolutely right. But this story really did happen. The truth is that it did not happen just like that. One morning, I saw in the paper a short piece entitled “Dreadful murder in the U.N.E.S.C.O. district” and, don’t ask me why, but whenever I see the word “dreadful”, the word “wonderful” springs to mind. So the phrase stuck in my mind like this: “Wonderful murder in U.N.E.S.C.O.”. My eyes skipped from this “wonderful” crime to a photograph of the victim: a man in his fifties, with traces of bruising on his chest and puncture wounds to the face. I didn’t linger over the picture – the terrifying visions that fill my nights are enough for me, I do not need new nightmares. Although I tried, I could not place the man’s name, but I seemed to remember that I had come across him somewhere. Turning finally to the report printed alongside the photograph, which was very brief, I read the following: “The corpse of an unidentified man has been found in the U.N.E.S.C.O. district of Beirut, near the Habib Abi Shahla statue, bearing gunshot wounds, abrasions and bruises. According to the forensic pathologist’s report, death occurred three days earlier.”


Before I knew it, I was following the story of this corpse, step by step. I have admired Habib Abi Shahla, one of the architects of Lebanon’s independence, ever since I was a boy – besides which, of all the monuments commemorating the leaders of the independence movement, his was the only one that had not been felled in the civil war. The statues of both Riad al-Solh and Beshara al-Khoury had been destroyed, leaving Habib Abi Shahla the sole remaining witness to our independence. What is more, in addition to being a rather extraordinary figure, it is rumoured that Habib Abi Shahla also died an uncommon death, expiring in the arms of a woman as they made love.


As a boy, I was absolutely enthralled by this – what a way to go, I thought! And though I later learned that it happens to a lot of men, this did not diminish Habib Abi Shahla’s standing in my eyes: to me, he remained a trailblazer, and certainly the most illustrious of men to have met with such an end. When our neighbour, Saïd al-Sabbagh, passed away, a rumour went around the neighbourhood that he died making love to his wife. Now that is a beautiful death, I said. When I asked my father about it he gave me a scathing look, but I knew that he knew the details – our late neighbour’s wife was one of his many mistresses. He denied it, and did so vociferously, but I caught him – no, of course I never told him, I would be too embarrassed – with the laughing young widow in his arms, as they stood waiting for the lift one day.


So I followed the story of the corpse out of plain curiosity, but also because it provided me with this link to Habib Abi Shahla. I had graduated in political science from Lebanese University in 1974, just a year before the start of the civil war and, owing to “prevailing circumstances”, had been unable to find a job to match my ambitions – as a journalist, for instance. So I worked in a travel agency, where all I did was sit for hours on end at a computer that looked like a calculating machine, issuing tickets and waiting. I thought the story of the corpse would help me pass the time, especially after it turned out that the victim, Mr Khalil Ahmad Jaber, lived in our neighbourhood in Mazra’a. He was a Lebanese citizen, born in 1928, employed at the Lebanese post office – the Post, Telegraph and Telephone department, or P.T.T., as it is known.


The murkier the story got, the more my interest grew. Thanks to a variety of sources I was able to contact, as well as my daily perusal of the papers, I was able to collect a vast amount of information pertaining to the murder, which, according to medical reports, took place on the morning of 13 April, 1980.


So I am setting out to tell this story, which is really not a story, as the discriminating reader might observe, and which I am aware might be of no interest to anyone. The reader could simply refer to the forensic pathologist’s report and dispense with all the attendant detail; alternatively, he might find it sufficient to read the widow’s statements or those of the municipal workers – they were the ones to discover the naked corpse dumped on the roadside. Indeed, the reader might even regard this introduction as sufficient, and leave it at that. Every one of us has a story, after all, and that’s more than enough. We have no need of other people’s.


The information I have been able to collect about the deceased is highly contradictory. Some say he had amassed a considerable fortune during the war, thanks to his “martyred” son, Ahmad. Before his “martyrdom,” Ahmad had been a boxer and a contender for Lebanon’s featherweight title, but then he joined one of the militias – whence the alleged fortune, which he would have kept at his parents’ house. After he died in one of the Qomatiyyeh skirmishes, his comrades-in-arms went to his father demanding the treasure. Khalil Ahmad Jaber told them he knew nothing about it. He said he had no knowledge whatsoever of a stash of money that they claimed was in his son’s possession. This could be the motive for his murder. But the evidence strongly suggests otherwise; Mr Khalil Ahmad Jaber’s house was not searched or ransacked, either before or after his murder, and neither Mr Khalil Ahmad Jaber, nor any members of his family, exhibited any sign of conspicuous wealth after the son’s demise.


Another avenue of thought regarding motive for the murder might link Khalil to some woman. However, he had no history of drinking or womanizing, and all who knew him could attest to that. He was, on the contrary, a real home bird, his only pastimes being an occasional game of draughts or backgammon, and watching T.V. Such a hypothesis, therefore, appears altogether improbable.


A final hypothesis remains, that Mr Khalil Ahmad Jaber was the victim of a case of mistaken identity, a common occurrence these days. But the likelihood of such an error is remote given that the victim had his I.D. card on him: while it was retrieved far from the body, it appears that it was thrown there by the criminals in their attempt to muddy the evidence and obstruct the inquiry. So that this was simply a sectarian killing seems highly unlikely, or even impossible, as Mr Khalil was known to all the militiamen of his neighbourhood and would have been able to prove at any checkpoint that he was the father of Ahmad, the “martyr” – and checkpoint personnel are compelled to treat a martyr’s father with the respect that is his due.


Who then killed Khalil Ahmad Jaber, and why?


The truth is that after collecting this vast amount of information, I find myself quite baffled – there seems to be neither rhyme nor reason to this dreadful, wonderful murder, and no motive for it.


Mr Khalil Ahmad Jaber’s disappearance three weeks prior to the crime may, however, hold the key to the mystery. On Thursday, 20 March, 1980, the deceased left for work and did not return. People attributed his disappearance to kidnapping – they thought he might have been on his way to visit his daughter, Su’ad, who is married and living in Tripoli, when he was kidnapped on the Jounieh–Tripoli road. This supposition remained firm in everyone’s mind until the body was found at the U.N.E.S.C.O. roundabout. Should one conclude then that Khalil Ahmad Jaber was indeed kidnapped on his way to Tripoli and that his corpse was only later dumped beside the Habib Abi Shahla statue, as the forensic pathologist’s report surmises?


To tell the truth, I find myself mystified, as nothing wholly substantiates or refutes any of the hypotheses. That is why I have chosen to leave the last word to the documents themselves and not to weigh in any further. These documents and the information I have gathered might provide a key to understanding Mr Khalil Ahmad Jaber’s case; they might also help us understand the many other similar cases that we are unable to explain, in terms of both their widespread occurrence and their underlying causes.


In closing, I wish to state unequivocally that I am pointing a finger at no-one, and that my aim is not to level accusations. It would be meaningless to do so in these fair times of ours, and the whole affair warrants no more effort than that required to read about it.




CHAPTER I


The Boxer-Martyr


The victim’s wife: Mrs Noha Jaber, née al-Hajj, born in Beirut in 1938. The following fragments of her account were gathered from a variety of sources, including: the preliminary inquiry carried out by the head of “Popular Security” in West Beirut, a “comrade” of Ahmad, the martyr; the investigation of the examining magistrate; scattered bits of conversations and the wife’s responses on various occasions, particularly in the course of condolences following the funeral, or in discussions with friends and neighbours, as well as with the author of this document, who made several visits to Mr Khalil Ahmad Jaber’s home. The author made his first visit on the day of the funeral, 17 April, 1980, and returned three times after that, posing both as a friend of the martyr and as a journalist who wished to cover the event.>


Oh, Lord, Lord, this is it, the final reckoning, the Day of Judgement, the day we always feared and expected … and now it has come. First, Ahmad died. He just slipped through our fingers. We thought life was over – life as we knew it had come to an end. But base as we human beings are, we got used to it. The boy went and we carried on! Before he died, I could never have imagined – and neither could my late husband, Khalil – that we’d be able to live on after him, not even for a minute. But he went, and we just carried on … oh Lord! … And now, dear God, how do you expect me to manage – me a poor widow, all alone? What will people say? … The devil take them! … Forgive me, God!


Just like everyone else, my father always said: “Dear Lord, let me not perish by fire or by drowning, nor destitute and wandering.” And now, dear God, the country is on fire and the city is drowning in rubbish and he died destitute and wandering the streets. They just left him there … dumped him naked in that empty lot after killing him. He died on the street, and then they brought him to the house, him and that smell … May the Good Lord forgive me … I couldn’t go near him, my own husband, I just couldn’t! Lord, have mercy! What fault of mine was it, what fault of his, of anyone’s? May God have mercy on us all and preserve us from earthquakes and other calamities …


This is the final reckoning … not just mine, but everybody’s … And you, Abu Ahmad, how could you leave me and go like this? You left the house never to return … I’m sure they kidnapped you, and they killed you …


Before that … ? Nothing; nothing special … Of course he was upset, he was prostrate with grief – what would you expect when your own son dies? He was beside himself. But he survived, we all did, and we said, that’s our lot, that’s our fate, and afterwards everything went back to the way it was before. In fact, it was as though he were born again – he was rejuvenated somehow. Then, one day, suddenly, it was all over: I no longer understood him – or him me – and then he disappeared.


Where shall I begin?


We’ve turned into a story, a tale people tell.


Khalil was a nice young man, and one day he came to our house with his late father to ask for my hand in marriage. My father said he’s a nice boy, he’s twenty-five years old – I was ten years younger, so that was a good age difference – he’s from a good family, he’s educated, and a government employee – you know, a civil servant. Our destinies were joined and I never had cause to complain. Every day, he’d come home from work, wash, and sit quietly in front of the T.V., like a child; I never felt his presence he was so softly spoken. There were no worries or anything, even though his salary was only just sufficient – but he was an easygoing man. When I bore him our first child and it was a girl, he didn’t mind; it’s God’s grace, he said, and he named her Su’ad: Su’ad for happiness, he said, and he wasn’t the least bit upset. When the second child came, and it was another girl, he didn’t come to the hospital for three days. He looked sad, and I told him he had a right to feel that way, though when I came home, he treated me the same as always. But he wouldn’t pay any attention to baby Nada – I was the one who named her – and he started going to the café every day, to drink tea, smoke a hookah and play draughts. He no longer spent all his spare time at home. Well, he’s a man, I thought, men can’t spend all their time at home, they have to go out, it’s only right that they should do what they feel like. My mother said I was lucky, and I was, because then Ahmad came along. When Ahmad was born, everything changed. The man was transformed: he started to take an interest in the children’s upbringing and to share my domestic concerns. He would come home from work, play with the little one, and tell me about his day, about his problems at work, all the cheating and corruption. Listening to him crowing about not taking bribes, I felt upset – bribes are better than nothing, you know, with children and school fees and the cost of living, but he wouldn’t hear of it.


“I won’t take a penny from anyone, I am above that. Taking bribes is dishonourable.”


That’s what he said. He got neither a raise nor a promotion, and I didn’t like to ask why not, but people said that he wasn’t conscientious, that he spent most of his time doing the crosswords in the paper, drinking coffee and smoking. I don’t believe any of it. I’m sure he was a model civil servant, but he just wouldn’t suck up to the bosses, that’s why they didn’t like him. Anyway, how would I know … we never socialized with any of his colleagues, and only ever visited my mother-in-law! That was it – every Sunday. It was our only ritual.


And so the days passed …


It’s unbelievable how life goes by – in the blink of an eye, like a dream, and then it’s over. Ahmad grew into a fine young man – handsome, his grandmother said, like her brothers. Actually, he looked more like my brother, may he rest in peace, but I didn’t like to say so. Fortune smiled on Su’ad and she got married, then it was Nada’s turn, with the grace of God. I had only three children. Khalil would say he wanted another boy, one more boy and that would be it. But it was God’s will, and I wasn’t blessed with another child, al-hamdulillah! Ahmad grew up and we grew old … he did alright at school, but sports were his thing. He would sit in front of the T.V. for hours on end watching wrestling matches: the Saadeh brothers, Prince Komali and the Silver Monster. Sometimes, I’d be lying down in the bedroom, and I would hear Khalil and Ahmad in the living room getting louder and louder as the matches progressed. Then Ahmad joined the Sports and Fitness Club. I told Khalil this would distract the boy from his studies, but the father had become even more of a fitness fanatic than his son. He told me he was going to start exercising every morning, and that when he was younger he’d wanted to be an athlete and hadn’t had the chance. Except that Khalil wasn’t consistent with his morning exercise: some days he’d get up early and lift small weights before taking a cold shower and going to work; but then several days would go by without him doing anything … he wouldn’t exercise, or wake up early, or take that shower. And with time, his resolve faltered, but he never lost interest in his son’s career …


The boy had taken up boxing – you should have seen what a figure he cut – and said he wanted to go professional. Khalil pinned all his hopes on him: “Why shouldn’t he become a great boxer, why not, like Muhammad Ali Clay, or even better?”


With these words, the woman looks across at the photograph of her son in his boxing gear, walks over to it, wipes her palm across it, and stands silently for a moment.


May God rest your soul in peace, Ahmad, if only you’d lived … He took part in several tournaments, and he won! I went to a fight once, and you should’ve seen how he leapt around the ring, like a real boxer, delivering punch after punch! When he took one in the face and I saw the blood, I dashed towards the ring, I wanted to tell him to get down from the ring, but Khalil grabbed hold of me and began swearing, so I went back to my seat and, in the end, Ahmad won the fight! He knocked down his opponent, and the guy just lay there motionless while the referee slowly counted to ten and Ahmad looked on. Then the referee lifted Ahmad’s hand in the air and I saw Khalil thrust his own arm up and run to embrace him. Ahmad competed in several championships and won every one of them – he was always telling me how he was going to take part in the national championships, featherweight class. I’d laugh to myself at the expression, as if a feather weighed anything. Really, men are pea-brained, they’re like little children! Still, it was our lot, the luck of the draw, and there was nothing we could do about it.


No, the war didn’t have anything to do with it. Nothing changed during the war – it had nothing to do with it. Khalil stopped going to the main post office down in Riad al-Solh Square, and joined the Mazra’a branch instead – he couldn’t bear to sit at home like a housewife, he said. But later he had to, with the shelling everywhere, there was no way to go out, and after I begged him to stay at home, he agreed. His salary went on being paid and we lacked for nothing. We thanked our lucky stars, disaster never struck, just the one shell landing nearby, but we were in the shelter and nothing happened, al-hamdulillah! I said to Khalil, why don’t you do the same as our neighbour Abu Tareq? You know, selling cigarettes from a makeshift pavement stall? His salary was no longer enough, you see.


“No,” he said, “I am a civil servant and I won’t work anywhere else than at the post office, handling calls and telegrams. I am not about to sell cigarettes …”


Ahmad went on training regularly, and we steered clear of politics. Khalil always said: “When the winds of change are blowing, keep your heads.” And we kept our heads pretty well. Even the newspapers didn’t cross our threshold – Khalil got them only at work; and anyway, he didn’t read them, it was only for the crossword puzzles and the sports page. But then, they did … you know how it is, a man, at home all day long, with nothing to do, helping out with chores like fetching the water – the water supply was cut off – going off every morning with big plastic containers and coming back all breathless. Ahmad never helped out; and besides, Khalil wouldn’t have let him. “No,” he’d say, “Ahmad must concentrate on his training, leave him alone.” And so, with nothing to do at home, he started reading the papers, even though he always said he hated politics.


“It’s nothing to do with us,” he’d say. “We are just the playthings of foreign powers … kicking us around like a ball! It’s nothing to do with us.”


You know how it is … I mean with the war and everything, it’s inevitable, isn’t it … all the young men in the neighbourhood were donning uniforms, mashallah … When Ahmad told me he wanted to join up, I begged him not to, I told him, no, you’re our only son and only sons don’t go to war; our only son, and you’re going to die! Then these words reeled off his tongue, I don’t know where he got them from, he said all these things I didn’t understand. And one day he vanished. Khalil was so upset, he stormed into the kitchen swearing and smashed all the plates; then he made the rounds of all the political party offices, asking after him and pleading, but all they said was that Ahmad was going through military training in the mountains and that he’d be back.


And so he was … After three long weeks of sorrow and grief and penance, he came back, strutting around in his fatigues with a rifle slung over his shoulder, all puffed up with pride. I caught him one day admiring himself in the mirror, in his high combat boots and his khakis, caressing his rifle! In the beginning, Khalil refused to speak to him, and just sat by the radio, muttering to himself. Then we got used to this new state of affairs – the Devil’s curse on us humans, how we get used to anything! Even the death of our sons! Then Ahmad started bringing money home; he’d give some of it to his father, who was on speaking terms with him now, and they would have political discussions.


I, for my part, was worried. But Ahmad’s father, may his soul rest in peace, seemed unconcerned, and he became interested in what the boy brought back – nothing very valuable, mind you, a bracelet here, three gold rings there, and other useless trifles. But it helped his father cope with the terrible price increases that were breaking us. Khalil stopped muttering to himself, but he was always worried about the boy and waiting for him to get back.


And poor dear, how he got back … !


No, no, Ahmad’s death didn’t change anything. He was killed in combat in 1976, four years ago now, but no, nothing changed. Khalil was just the same as always. Yes, of course it was a crushing blow, and he began to show signs of ageing – his hair went completely white – but he didn’t change.


It was ten in the morning that day, Khalil wasn’t home. They had knocked at the door, but I hadn’t heard them – the power was off, the doorbell wasn’t working, and I was in the kitchen with the racket of the Primus stove. Then I heard shouting and clamouring at the door, so I opened up. Three young men in fatigues stood there and I told them Ahmad wasn’t home. I was about to shut the door but they insisted on coming in. What’s going on? I thought, and then my heart started pounding, and I knew that Ahmad … When I asked about him, one of them said, “Steady now, Auntie.”


“What happened to him?” I screamed hysterically, as they trooped into the living room. The three of them sat down, I remained standing, and the oldest one did the talking.


“Sit down, Auntie, we need to speak to you,” he said. I burst into tears.


“Ahmad’s dead!” I cried.


They nodded, and, overcome with the shock, I began to wail and scream and tear at my clothes. Then Nada was there, though I hardly even noticed, and then all the neighbours came, men, women, crying and ululating and carrying on – nothing made any sense. They said he died far away – in Qomatiyyeh – and that his body was in the morgue at the American University Hospital; he’s a martyr, they said, he was killed in combat. Khalil, who had come home to all the screaming and wailing, sat in a corner, speechless. He just nodded silently as the three young men informed him the funeral procession would go directly from the hospital to the Martyrs’ Cemetery, as they weren’t able to retrieve the body immediately, and Ahmad had been dead for more than forty-eight hours.


“You know how it is, Uncle,” one of them said, “the body won’t last. It’s best that way.”


Khalil went to identify the body, and when he came back he said nothing, just ground his jaw and recited Qur’anic verses under his breath.


Then we went to the American University Hospital – that is to say, they went – and brought the coffin home. They took him to his room and opened the coffin for a minute so I could see him, but I never saw him. Everyone saw him but me. Then they hoisted him up on their shoulders and carried him to the cemetery, firing in the air, chanting slogans and singing. The whole time, Khalil muttered and talked to himself, saying that was the way they wanted to do it. They wouldn’t let us wash him – a martyr shouldn’t be washed, they said, he is cleansed by his own blood – and they buried him just like that … doing exactly as they pleased! Then they lined up beside me and received condolences while I stood like a stranger in their midst, as if it had been their son. Afterwards, they brought food over to the house, and milled about, doing everything themselves … as if we didn’t exist, as if Ahmad hadn’t been our son.


If truth be told, Khalil found some consolation in the posters plastered all over the walls in the neighbourhood. They had produced a colour poster, in red and blue, with the words “Ahmad Khalil Jaber, Hero and Martyr” printed under his picture, and there was an obituary of him with photographs in all the papers. Still, Khalil grieved, and so did I.


Then those three young men came back one day and handed my husband four thousand lira and told us we would be getting four hundred lira each month. Khalil told them it wasn’t necessary. They insisted … they were the ones to insist: they said it was the martyr’s stipend and we must take it. So we took it. It was bad enough that the boy had died, were we also to die of starvation and grief? No way! I told my husband he should accept the money. It’s not dirty money, I told him; it’s our due.


That’s when the posters of Ahmad became Khalil’s main preoccupation, before it turned into an obsession. He was upset whenever it rained. They’ll be damaged, he’d say. So he brought home about a hundred of them and went around putting them up on the walls of the neighbourhood whenever the old ones peeled off, or when children tore them down or they were covered over with advertisements. Then they began to disappear – no, not disappear, there were just fewer of them; it was only natural, the war was over, and the walls were being covered with new posters for films and plays. Still, he insisted on going around putting up the posters of Ahmad. At the beginning of every month, he would go to the local party office to collect the stipend, and they would make such a fuss of him as the martyr’s father. He got on with them famously now, and slowly these new relationships filled our lives – and Khalil was his old self again.


The war stopped, or subsided, I’m not sure how to put it … but anyway Khalil was going down to the central post office again, playing draughts at the café, and watching T.V. I’m not sure why, but it seems his relationship with the “boys” began to deteriorate. He stopped dropping by for visits and then one day he asked whether I would go and collect the stipend. When I went, I didn’t notice anything wrong, but he told me that the last time he’d been there, he had asked the apparatchik in charge to reprint the poster because we only had ten of them left. The rain and little fingers were ripping up Ahmad’s pictures, he said, so he needed a new printing. The “officer” apparently didn’t receive him at all well, and in fact started yelling at him, telling him the war was over, and three years had gone by since Ahmad’s death. I could see the man’s point of view, and I told Khalil, it’s over for the one who dies. But he got all upset and said that they were dishonouring Ahmad’s martyrdom, that he no longer felt welcome, and that they had changed their attitude. If truth be told, they weren’t the same as before – in the early days, they visited us regularly, bringing little gifts with them, but now … well, they were probably right, the war was over, and more than half of them had quit and gone back to their jobs. Some had even left the country to work in Saudi Arabia or the Gulf, and the “officer” had more important things on his mind now.


While it was Khalil who told me this, I knew it made him sad. He hung a poster of Ahmad up in our bedroom and carried on as before, going to work and to the café, and then coming home and watching T.V. He didn’t say very much, but I certainly didn’t sense there was anything wrong. That was about a year and a half ago, in 1979. Khalil seemed reconciled to the situation: there were still a few posters in the wardrobe and there was the one hanging in our room.


But then the fighting started – the war, it’s started up again, I told him. There was shelling everywhere, but he didn’t seem concerned. Even the newspapers had stopped being brought into the house, as if he’d gone back to his old self. Only that smile of his was gone. Everything was the same as before, except for the smile and the white head of hair.


But then, how shall I put it … strange things began to happen whose meaning I couldn’t grasp … I just didn’t understand anything anymore. All of a sudden, Khalil started to change … it must have been about three months ago. He just completely changed. Nothing specific happened. Our daughter Nada had a little boy; he was happy about the boy and he went to see her. Nothing happened, but he changed, he became another man. I did everything I could to understand him but he wouldn’t tell me anything. He simply said nothing. Then, one day, he left the house, saying he was off to work. He went and he never returned. Whether they kidnapped him or murdered him, I don’t know – all I know is that he never came back, and he was killed.


I’ll have you know, young man, we don’t have any enemies … no-one hates us, why should this happen to him? I swear I have no idea. No, no, he wasn’t the foolhardy type, even our visits to our daughter in Tripoli were few and far between. We’re not the adventurous sort, and since the safe route to Tripoli was too long, we simply didn’t go.


Honestly, I don’t understand how everything happened, I really don’t. I neither see nor understand, all I know is they killed him, they dumped him there, dear God, just like that, naked to the waist … and the rubbish … Oh Lord, I can’t understand it …


The story? There is no story. Everything happened so suddenly. We woke up one morning, and he wouldn’t get out of bed. He told me he wasn’t feeling well and wouldn’t be going to work. I went out to buy a few things, and when I got back I found he’d locked himself in the bedroom. I knocked on the door, and when he didn’t open, I started to scream, I thought something terrible had happened to him. But then I heard him speak, and he sounded quite normal, saying, everything’s alright, I’m just a bit busy. So I left him there and went to attend to things in the kitchen. Then it was lunchtime. I knocked again, and again he didn’t open. He said he wasn’t hungry; then it was dinnertime, and he still didn’t come out. I asked him to please open the door because I wanted to go to bed, but he asked me to sleep in the other room. I tried to peep through the keyhole to see what he was up to, but I couldn’t make out anything. So I went out on the balcony – but all I could see from there was that the lights inside the room were switched off. What to do? I said my prayers, asked God to give him guidance, and went to bed in the other room – Ahmad’s, I mean – but it still had his smell and I couldn’t fall asleep there, so I went to the living room and slept on the sofa.


The next morning he came out to go to the bathroom. I went into the bedroom, cleaned and tidied it, and when he came back, he asked me for a bottle of water, and told me to leave. You must be hungry, I said, and told him I would make him a bowl of foul.‡


He just shook his head to say no. I went and fetched him a bottle of water and when I came back he was in bed. I asked him if he felt ill, whether he needed me to call the doctor, but all he did was shake his head and motion with his hand that I should leave the room. Then I heard the key turning in the lock behind me. It went on like this for about five days, with Khalil spending all day – and night – in bed, neither eating nor sleeping, and only coming out of the room to use the toilet. I was beside myself with worry, and though I tried to be helpful, I just didn’t know what to do. I’d stand outside the bedroom door for hours pleading with him to come out and have something to eat.


Then, one day, he opened the door. It was dusk, almost dark but not quite, and there he stood wearing the same pyjamas he’d had on for five days. “Alright,” he said, “I’ll eat.” I went straight to the kitchen and got him a plate of rice and spinach stew, a loaf of bread and a raw onion.


He gestured that I should leave the food at the door. I did as he asked, and went back to the living room, and there I slept soundly for the first time in days. I said to myself that if he was eating, the worst of the crisis was over.


In the morning, when he went to the bathroom, I discovered that he had only eaten the bread and had left the rice and spinach, and the onion. I removed the plate, took in some fresh bread and some cheese, and left again. When he returned to the room, he locked the door as usual. I felt completely lost … and I had no-one to turn to … I was afraid of a scandal, and of him too. Abu Ahmad would surely get angry if I told anyone, and his condition would worsen, so I didn’t tell anybody except our neighbour, Imm ’Imad al-Kaadi. She’s an older woman, she’s someone really special, and I was sure she’d keep my secret. So I went to see her. When I got to her house, there she was sitting alone in the living room wearing her white headwrap with little wisps of grey hair escaping from underneath. She looked really concerned when I told her about Abu Ahmad. She sidled up to me on the sofa and dropped her voice.


“Listen, dear,” she said, “these things happen. Exactly the same thing happened to Hajj Abu ’Imad, God rest his soul and the soul of your departed. How old is your husband?” I told her he was about fifty.


“That’s what it is, dear,” she went on. “It’s the difficult age. May the Lord spare your husband, dear child. That’s exactly what happened to Abu ’Imad. He was forty-seven and one morning, all of a sudden, he woke up and wouldn’t get out of bed, he said he wasn’t going to work. He stayed in bed for two weeks. He didn’t lock the bedroom door, we could go in and see him, but he hardly spoke or ate. Then, God be praised, one day he got up. As far as I can see, my dear, your husband’s case is very similar to that of mine. It’s a difficult age, you know, men feel they’re past it, that life has passed them by and that old age is around the corner. They feel they’re no longer men, you understand what I’m saying, don’t you? But it’s just a phase, a short phase, and things will move on, inshallah, with the help of God. My dear, you should be thankful. Other men … do you know what other men do? They go after cabaret girls. No, this is good. Still, my dear, you just pray to the Good Lord to have mercy on him, and don’t burden him with anything.”


I understood Imm ’Imad to be saying that Khalil was … But no! There was no doubting his manliness! That’s not at all the case, I told her. She carried right on, as if she’d been expecting me to say that.


“Don’t you worry, my dear, it’s a phase, just a little phase, it’ll pass, with the Good Lord’s help. Now, you be good to him, and don’t you worry.”


I felt confused as I left her house, thinking maybe she hadn’t understood. I called Nada, my daughter, and went to see her to tell her about it. She and her husband came around that evening, but as hard as Nadeem tried, Khalil wouldn’t speak to him. He had loathed his son-in-law ever since Ahmad had gone, and how likely was he to answer Nadeem when he wasn’t even talking to me, his wife! All the same, Nadeem knocked at the door for ages, he really tried, and after expressing his astonishment, he said he’d come over with the doctor the following day.


The next day came, and the doctor with it. I described Khalil’s symptoms to him, and we tried to get Khalil to let him in, without success. I begged the doctor to return in the morning, when Khalil normally opened the door to go to the bathroom, but this made him very angry.


“I’m not your servant,” he snapped. “And in any case, your husband is having a nervous breakdown.”


Then he started asking me all sorts of questions to which I didn’t know the answers. He asked me about his situation at work, about our relationship and our financial circumstances. The truth is, I didn’t answer him honestly. How could I? Telling him about such private matters, when I hardly knew him! In any case, the doctor handed me some pills to give him – to “calm his nerves,” as he put it – and he left.


I tried to persuade Khalil to take the pills but he just ignored me. All he would have was a little bread and some water. Oh, God, what was I to do? Nothing was helping … well, almost nothing … I have to admit, the doctor did write a sick report so that my husband wouldn’t lose his job – what on earth would he do, if he no longer worked at the P.T.T.? So we thanked our lucky stars, and thanked the doctor for his trouble.


To this day, I don’t know how the story got out and made the rounds of the neighbourhood. Maybe it was Imm ’Imad, or maybe even our daughter. But I discovered that everybody was talking about my husband and his condition. Many people thought that he had cancer – God forbid – and that I wouldn’t take him to the hospital because, the rumour was, I didn’t want to spend the money! Shame on them for thinking that I would scrimp and save where Abu Ahmad was concerned! Shame, shame!


Then, one day, Sitt Khadijah appeared. You know, the famous Sitt Khadijah, the one everyone’s heard about – she makes amulets and summons spirits, and can talk to djinns and demons. It turned out that she’d come at Imm ’Imad’s insistence.


“It’s only because Imm ’Imad has such a place in my heart that I’ve come, dear,” she said, adding that she didn’t usually go to the homes of the afflicted. I told her I thought very highly of Imm ’Imad and expressed my profound gratitude to them both. She read my fortune in some coffee grounds and told me I had a long journey ahead. Naturally, I didn’t believe her: how would someone like me ever get to go on a journey?


Then she drew up her legs beneath her and sat cross-legged on the sofa, like this, and started making strange sniffing noises, as if she could smell something. I asked her if something was wrong. No, she said, nothing. Then she pulled out some dried twigs from under her long baggy shift, struck a match and lit them. The smell of incense and other strange aromas filled the house.


And then she started saying in this throaty voice: “Hmm … I smell something, my dear … I can smell … I smell … this house … I smell … I can smell djinns! This house is inhabited, my dear, your home is possessed … the djinn … the Good Lord protect us … The djinn, he’s in another room, such a strong smell he’s got … he’s inside a man … it’s your husband who’s inhabited by the djinn! And it’s an evil djinn … I’ve got to see the man and talk to him, then the djinn will leave, he’ll have to leave him … Hmmm … Oh, the smell of the djinn … O-o-oh!”


By now, I was well and truly frightened. Djinns are terrifying, and it seemed that this one was right there before me, just as she was. She blew out the incense sticks, put them away inside her shift, and asked me to open the windows and air the room. I told her that it wouldn’t be possible for her to see my husband, that he refused to open the door.


“The djinn, dear Sitt Noha … Oh, if you only knew … I see them, I can feel them, with my own hands, every day … It’s as if Beirut were overrun with these evil and godless demons, Lord have mercy upon us … They have come here from the very ends of the earth, they don’t know the Arabic language, and they speak in strange tongues that we don’t understand … but, with God’s grace, I shall overcome the djinn that is here. Go and tell your husband that I want to see him for five minutes – five minutes and everything will be alright. You know,” she went on, “this city is full of strange things … and now this demon, this alien, is in our midst … and we’ve got to find a way to get rid of it, or else we’re done for! The very moral fibre of our society is at stake! Get up now and go to your husband, go on, go and tell him just five minutes. The djinn, oh my, the djinn …”


Even though I knew he wouldn’t agree, I got up and went to his door. She came with me, and we stood there, together, knocking on the door, over and over again, to no avail. She started speaking to him in that throaty voice of hers, begging him to open and let her in just for five minutes, but he wouldn’t. She reminded him that he had once asked her to summon the spirit of our boy, Ahmad, and that she was ready to do so now, provided that he opened the door. Just five minutes, she insisted. There was absolutely no response, we couldn’t even hear him: he was probably sitting up in bed, stock-still. We went back to the living room. Sitt Khadijah was clearly disheartened.


“The situation’s desperate,” she said. “Let’s try something else. Although I haven’t ever before come across the particular djinn that’s possessed your husband, we’ll try another way. You know, don’t you, that djinns love to inhabit cats; they prefer cats to people, don’t ask me why, I couldn’t tell you. What do you think of this? I’ll go and buy him a cat, a completely black cat, and I’ll make sure it’s not possessed, and then we’ll slip it into his room … Then, hopefully – there are no guarantees, you understand – the evil djinn will leave your husband and enter the cat, and you’ll be relieved and so will he, poor man.”


I said I agreed, but what if Khalil didn’t?


“Well, at that point only God can help,” she replied.


She sat down and began to fidget, as if she wanted to get up again, and added, “Let me have a hundred lira, dear, and I’ll get the cat.”


“One hundred lira for a cat!” I exclaimed in astonishment.


“If not more,” she said. “But I’m mindful of your circumstances. I’ve got to find a cat that’s not possessed and then I have to make sure that it’s receptive to the djinn. Some cats resist, you know – and that’s all very costly. Well … it’s as you wish, please yourself …”


Sitt Khadijah got up as if to leave. I went to the cupboard, got a hundred lira, and gave it to her.


“The cat will be here tomorrow, by the grace of God.”


The next evening, she brought me a little black kitten with shiny eyes and a coat like charcoal, so glossy and lush it practically glowed in the dark. She handed me the cat and left.


I held the poor creature in my arms for a moment, but then it scurried off and hid under the sofa. After a while, I heard some mewing and saw the cat creeping out from its hiding place – and it frightened me! It seemed to me that the cat was the djinn! Dear Lord, how was I to sleep that night? I gave him a bit of bread dipped in some leftover labneh, and he ate hungrily, stopping every now and then to look up at me, as though afraid the bread would vanish. Imagine that! The kitten was afraid, when it was me who felt petrified! Anyhow, I left him to eat by himself, and slipped off to Ahmad’s room and went to sleep. Ahmad’s room, with all the memories and grief it brought back, was preferable to being in the same room as the black cat.


In the morning I looked for him and when I found him, he came to me; he was strangely docile, so I took him with me when I went in to do my husband’s room. I also took in a cardboard box with some sand in it, and a small carton of labneh. I thought to myself, Khalil would know it was for the cat.


When Khalil came back from the bathroom and locked the door behind him, there was no indication he had noticed anything different. I stood listening behind the door but I didn’t hear any unusual noises – just the cat mewing softly and the sound of Khalil’s footsteps padding across to him, and little murmurs of “Puss, puss, here puss,” as if he were trying to beckon the cat. Then, nothing, just silence, and the rustle of paper … nothing out of the ordinary. The next day, I left the bedroom door open while I cleaned inside, and to my great surprise the cat didn’t want to leave the room. Thank God, I thought, soon you’ll be well, Abu Ahmad.


But in fact nothing changed. Except that the room started to smell. I would clean and change the litter every day, but the smell wouldn’t go away. And then it happened … I don’t know exactly what it was that day, but it was around four o’clock in the afternoon, and I was sitting in the living room by myself, knitting – my daughter Nada was expecting her second child, and it would be a boy with the grace of God. She said she’d call him Ahmad, so that once again I would have a little Ahmad to play with, just as I did with my own little one – so I was knitting, something out of blue wool, in anticipation of his arrival. That’s when I heard these strange noises coming from my husband’s room: things falling on the floor and the cat wailing. Then the mewing became frantic, I heard Khalil shouting and something crashing to the ground. When I put my ear to the door, I could hear him panting and jumping up and down on the bed, so I knocked and told him to open up; I was really frightened, and I fell to my knees, and begged him to open the door, for me, your wife, I told him. But there was no answer, just the sound of his panting and shouting and crashing objects. Dear God, preserve us from your wrath, I said, and then I heard this almighty racket. It must be the chair, I thought, he must have hurled it across the room, I’d better break into the room. I wanted to break down the door, but the noises coming from the room paralysed me … He’s going to die, I thought … it’s the djinn, that’s what it is. And then, just like that, everything went still. There was dead silence, I knocked at the door once again, I heard him coughing, and I went back to the kitchen.


I don’t know what happened that day, but things basically reverted to how they were, nothing really changed. Well, except for the cat. I could see that he’d changed … how shall I put it, I mean he began changing colour. Even though he was a black cat, his blackness began veering to white, it was closer to grey, a dirty sort of grey. The fur on his neck was all puffed up. And he’d stopped mewing – he just sat in a corner of the room and didn’t move. But it was the smell … That smell became unbearable, even though I did everything under the sun to get rid of it. What was I to do? And him – Khalil, I mean, he seemed oblivious … he didn’t seem bothered by the cat, or by the fact that it had changed colour, or even by the smell. So I still don’t really know what happened that night. I asked Khalil, and I asked the cat, did they have a fight? I didn’t think so, the room was just the same as before, there was nothing different about it, and there was no evidence of any fighting. It must be the djinn, I thought. But do djinns make those kinds of noises? I don’t know, I swear to God I no longer understood anything.
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