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“As Christ walked on the waters


so in my vision I walked.


But I descended from the cross


for I am afraid of heights


and do not preach the resurrection.”


– Mahmoud Darwish





TRANSLATOR’S NOTE



The protagonists of this novel are Christians who belong to the Syriac (or Syrian) Orthodox Church, who speak (or are descendants of those who spoke) a language that is often called Syriac, and who regard themselves as, in some sense, heirs to the culture and empire of ancient Mesopotamia (thus permitting one character to boast, or joke, that he is an “Ancient Assyrian”). Both the terms Syriac and Assyrian are, however, rejected by some members of the community, many of whom prefer to refer to themselves as “Suryoyé” (singular “Suryoyo”), just as they may prefer to refer to their language, especially in its modern and colloquial forms, as “Suryoyo”. In this translation I have used “Assyrian” where the Arabic has suryani and refers to people, “Syriac” where the same word refers to the language, and “Suryoyo” on the few occasions where suryuyu is used (where the reference is always to language).


On the eve of the First World War, Tur Abdin and neighbouring areas of south-eastern Anatolia such as Mardin and Amid (Diyarbakir) constituted an Assyrian heartland. Starting in 1915, the Assyrians of the region were subjected to forced relocations and massacres at the hands of regular and irregular (largely Kurdish) troops of the Ottoman Empire; perhaps (the figures are disputed) 500,000 persons died. These events contributed to the creation of an Assyrian diaspora in parts of the Arab world such as Lebanon where they had not formerly had a major presence, as well as in Europe (especially Sweden) and North America. The main characters of the novel, who live in the Lebanese capital, Beirut, are thus connected by a “thread of blood” to Tur Abdin and its environs, and above all to their ancestral village of Ein Ward. A parallel thread links participants in and victims of Lebanon’s civil war (1975–90) to the Lebanese Druze-Christian massacres that took place in 1860, such as that described by “Nina the Russian” with reference to her unnamed ancestral village near Tyre.


Readers may find it useful to know that “Mar” is a title of saints and prophets (Mar Afram, Mar Elias the Living, etc.) used by Christians of the Levant, and that memre (singular memro) are religious poems in Syriac each line of which contains the same number of syllables. Other Syriac terms are explained within the text or may be sufficiently understood from their contexts. “Yalo” is a nickname for “Daniel”.


I am greatly indebted to Dr George Kiraz for his invaluable help with the transcription of Syriac, and to him and to Elias Khoury for guidance in the complex area of the terminology of the Assyrian people and their language. If I have failed to understand, or misinterpreted, the information provided, the fault is mine alone.
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Yalo didn’t understand what was happening.


The young man stood before the interrogator and closed his eyes, which is what he always did. He closed his eyes when facing danger, he closed them when he was alone, he closed them when his mother … On that day too, the morning of 22 December, 1993, he closed his eyes involuntarily.


Yalo didn’t understand why everything was white.


He saw the white interrogator sitting behind a white table, the sun refracting off the window pane behind him, his face drowning in the reflected light. All Yalo could see were the haloes of light and a woman walking alone through the streets of the city, stumbling over her shadow.


Yalo closed his eyes for a moment, or so he thought. This young man, with his joined eyebrows, his brown oval face and his tall, thin body, was given to closing his eyes for a moment before opening them and seeing. Here, however, at the police station in Jounieh, he closed his eyes, and afterwards all he saw were lines intersecting at two lips which moved in what seemed to be a whisper. He looked at his cuffed hands and felt the sun that had erased the interrogator’s face beating down on his eyes, so he closed them.


The young man stood before the interrogator at 10.00 in the morning on that cold day and saw a sun refracting off the glass and blazing off the head of the white man who opened his mouth, which formed questions. Then Yalo closed his eyes.


Yalo didn’t understand why the interrogator was screaming at him.


He heard a voice screaming at him, “Open your eyes, man!” He opened them and the light entered their depths like blazing skewers, which is how he discovered that he had had his eyes closed for a long time, and that he had spent half his life with his eyes closed, and he saw himself as a blind man sees, and he saw night.


Yalo didn’t understand why she had come, but when he saw her he collapsed onto the chair.


When he entered the room, there wasn’t that young woman who had had no name. He entered stumbling because he couldn’t see in the sunlight refracting off the glass. He stood inside the whiteness, his hands cuffed, shivering with sweat. He was not afraid even though the interrogator would write in his report that the accused had trembled with fear. But Yalo was not afraid; he was shuddering from the sweat, that was all. The sweat was pouring from every part of him, and the strange-smelling fluid coming from his pores stained his clothes. Yalo felt as though he was being stripped naked inside his long black coat, and the smell he smelled was not his own. He discovered that he did not know this man called Daniel, whom they nicknamed Yalo.


That girl who had had no name came. Perhaps she had been there in the interrogation room, but he hadn’t seen her when he’d entered. He saw her and he collapsed onto the chair, his legs betraying him. A slight giddiness took hold of him, and he could no longer open his eyes, so he closed them.


The interrogator screamed at him, “Open your eyes, man!” so he opened them and saw a phantom that looked like the girl who had had no name. She had said she had no name. Yalo, however, knew everything. He had left her dozing near her naked, dainty body. He had opened her black leather bag and written his name, address, telephone number, everything.


Yalo didn’t understand why she’d said she had no name.


Her breathing shuddered, the air round her face seemed to stifle her, and she was unable to speak, but she’d managed to say, “I have no name.” Then Yalo bent his head and took her.


There in the hut, below the Villa Gardenia that belonged to Maître Michel Salloum, when he had asked her her name, she had said in a voice full of airless gaps that stop the lungs, “I have no name. Please, no names.” “Fine,” he had said. “My name is Yalo. Don’t forget my name.”


But there she stood, her name beside her, and when the interrogator asked her her name, she didn’t hesitate. “Shireen Raad,” she said. She didn’t tell the interrogator, “Please, no names,” and she didn’t stretch her hands out in front of her like she did there in the hut where Yalo slept with her after she stretched out her hands and the smell of incense arose. He took her hands and closed his eyes with them. Then he started kissing her white wrists and smelled the smell of incense and musk. He smelled the smell of her black hair, buried his face in it and felt drunk. He told her he was drunk on incense, and she smiled, as though the mask had slipped from her face. Yalo saw her smile through the shadows the candle’s light cast on the wall. It was her first smile on that night of fear.


What is Shireen doing here?


When he opened his eyes after the interrogator screamed at him, he saw himself in Ballona. He said to her, “Come,” and she followed him. They left the pine wood that lies below the church of Mar Niqula and climbed the hill to the villa. The girl fell to the ground, or so it seemed to Yalo, so he bent over to help her. He took her hand and they walked, and when she fell a second time he bent over again to carry her, but she avoided his hands. She stood up, grasped the trunk of a pine tree and just stood there, panting loudly. He offered her his hand and she took it and walked beside him while he listened to the sound of her breathing and that terrified panting.


When they reached the hut, he left her outside. He went in, lit a candle and tried to tidy his scattered clothes and belongings but discovered that the task would require some time, so he went out and found her leaning her head against the open door and making weeping sounds.


“Don’t be frightened,” he said. “Come. You’ll sleep here. I’ll make you a bed on the floor. Don’t be frightened.”


She entered hesitantly and stood in the middle of the room as though looking for a chair to sit on. Yalo leapt to pull his trousers off the chair and threw them on the end of the bed, but she did not sit down. She remained standing, not knowing what to do.


“Would you like some tea?” he asked, but instead of answering she stretched out her hands like someone seeking help, and when Yalo took her hands and saw the fear turning into intersecting rings in her small eyes, he drew back. He said he’d been afraid; later, he would say that he felt fear, but at that instant he didn’t know because he didn’t feel that he’d felt fear until he wrote the word down. He said the word, then felt it, then wrote it down. Today, when he remembers her small eyes in the shadows cast by the candle’s light, when he sees how the pupils started to contract and turn into intersecting rings, he feels fear and says he was afraid of her eyes.


As he drew back, he saw her coming towards him, her hands suspended in the air as though she were asking him to rescue her or seeking his help. He went to her, took her hands, closed his eyes with them, and she went quiet. He took her hands and felt a shudder pass through them, as though the lines of fear pulsing inside them had become like the arteries that transmit a tension throughout the body. He put her hands on his eyes and saw the darkness and felt how her body began to become calm and go quiet, and the smell of incense arose.


“What’s that nice smell?” asked Yalo, pulling away. He sat down on the chair and covered his face with his hands as though he was tired. He didn’t move. The candle flame swayed, shuddering in the breeze that rose from the pine forest, and the girl who had no name was standing next to him, recovering the breath that fear had stolen from her when she had seen the black shadow coming up to the car parked at the corner of the pine wood below the Orthodox church.


Why is she wearing her short skirt and showing her thighs?


The girl is sitting before the interrogator in her short red skirt, her legs crossed, and talking as though she is swallowing all the air in the interrogation room.


Yalo had told her not to wear short skirts. “What’s this? No way!” But she hadn’t answered. She’d looked where he was looking, at her knees, and the wisp of a smile had sketched itself on her lips, and she’d shaken her head. In the morning, they’d gone out together. He’d found a taxi going to Beirut and then returned to his hut.


But now she is sitting and wearing the same skirt, or one like it, and crossing her legs and speaking without stuttering or stammering the way she did there.


They had been like two shadows in the car. Crouching high above them, Yalo had seen only the man’s grey hair. Yalo shone his torch at the car as though firing a gun. Stealing through the pines, carrying the Kalashnikov and his torch, he felt like a hunter. The cars were traps for his prey, and, like anyone who hunts, he knew and loved the seasons. He tried to explain this to the interrogator. He said that, for a hunter like him, it wasn’t the robbery or the women, it was the pleasure. The pleasure of hunting stolen love in cars with closed windows, the pleasure of the first instant, when the light fell on the two faces, or on the hand reaching towards the thighs, or on the head bending towards the breasts as they emerged from the dress.


When Yalo shines his light, it hits its target immediately. Yalo didn’t play around with the light; he hit the target on the first try, and when he didn’t, the adventure was to be counted a failure, and he would retrace his steps, or hide and wait for the car to leave and then quietly withdraw, dragging his failure behind him.


First hit or nothing; that was his creed when hunting. And the loveliest thing, as far as he was concerned, was the grey hair when it lit up beneath the light. The loveliest moments were when he saw the men’s heads covered with white hair as they bent over a breast or a thigh. The torchlight would pierce that white hair, ignite it, fix it in place. The light would penetrate the inclined whiteness and draw a circle round it. Then the light would move off the white hair and go the other way and trace the eyes, and the woman’s eyes, opened onto a mixture of fear and desire, would leap out.


The light draws closer and the phantom descends after turning on the torch and allowing it to play over the car. During the first moments of the hunt, Yalo would focus the light and make it sharp and narrow like a thread. Afterwards, once the eyes had been fixed in place, he would widen the beam, scattering the light everywhere, and come down. He would approach the closed window, tap on it with the barrel of his rifle, and the window would be opened in alarm. The phantom’s head would approach the man’s window, but he wouldn’t let the woman’s eyes leave his, which were like those of a hawk, opened onto the depths of the darkness. He could see in the dark and would scatter the light, and the shadows would rise up. From the midst of the shadows he would approach, tap on the window with the barrel of his rifle, and order them to open up. He would look into the woman’s eyes and observe how they widened in fear, the pupils disappearing. Then he would withdraw quietly, bearing his harvest – a watch, a ring, a gold chain, a bracelet, a few dollars. Nothing else. Though one time he had asked a man to remove his tie because he felt that fear was strangling the man with it as it dangled over his undone belt like a hangman’s rope; and once he had asked a woman to give him her yellow shawl for no particular reason. But he didn’t want more; more came to him without effort or trouble. Yalo didn’t go running after more but took it when it came because he’d learned from his sufferings in the city called Paris not to refuse God’s blessings.


But with Shireen, things had been different.


Why is she saying he raped her in the forest?


“Me, I didn’t,” said Yalo, but he heard the interrogator screaming, “You confessed, you bastard, and now you say no? You know what happens to liars?”


But Yalo wasn’t lying. True, he agreed that what he’d done might be called rape, but … but that night wasn’t the point. Shireen hadn’t filed a complaint against him because of that night but because of the days that followed.


With her, there, things had been different, and Yalo didn’t know the right words to tell her that the smell of incense that rose from her wrists that night had spread above him like a white cloud, then descended to lodge in his spine.


Three months after the incident in the forest, when he’d told her that he loved her “from his spine”, she’d laughed till tears fell from her eyes, and kept blowing her nose. He’d thought she was crying, so he’d bent over the meze-strewn table at Albert’s in Ashrafiyeh, but when he was close to her he’d discovered she was laughing.


“I’m laughing at you,” she said. “You’re stupid. All that height and nothing to show for it. What kind of dumb talk is that?” And she started talking to him in English: “Finished. You must understand. Everything is finished.”


He said he didn’t understand English, so she said in French, “C’est fini, M. Yalo.”


“What is it that’s fini?” he asked.


“This,” she answered.


“You mean you want to fini me off?”


“Please, M. Yalo. I can’t go on like this. Please leave me alone. Let’s come to an understanding. Tell me what you want and I’ll do it.”


She opened her bag and took out a handful of dollars.


Why did she tell the interrogator that Yalo had slapped her because she’d refused to eat?


No, he hadn’t slapped her because she’d refused to eat the little birds, which is what she pretended had happened before the interrogator.


“You can’t eat music!” she’d said when she’d seen the plate of small fried birds swimming in a lemon-and-garlic broth.


“I don’t eat little birds. It’s wrong,” she’d said.


Yalo wrapped a small bird in bread, dipped it in the broth and brought it to her mouth.


“No! No! Please!”


But the hand that held the bread-wrapped bird remained there and then began moving towards the mouth and hovering round it before plunging towards the closed lips. The girl opened her mouth and began to chew, her facial muscles working.


She swallowed the bird and stopped eating and talking.


Yalo took another sip of arak and looked at her face. Her face was as small as a white moon suspended above her long neck. He wanted to talk to her about the moon. He wanted to tell her how he’d discovered the moon, the stars and the Milky Way, which looks like a smear of milk in the sky, there in Ballona, below the villa to which fate had led him from Paris. But he was afraid she’d laugh at him.


“It seems you’re the type that doesn’t speak Arabic or like Abdel Haleem Hafez” was what he said to her, or something like that. But she didn’t reply. The small white moon remained unmoving atop the long neck, and then the tears gushed from her eyes. She took a paper napkin and wiped her eyes and blew her nose, but the tears didn’t stop, so he started telling her about the “Dusky Nightingale”, and about Soad Hosni and Shadia and the song “Tyrant of Love” which he liked so much.


He told her he’d learned to love the poetry of Nizar Qabbani courtesy of Abdel Haleem Hafez, and that “Letter from Beneath the Waves”, about a man who drowns in the waters of passion, was the most beautiful poem he’d ever heard, and that he’d only accepted the fact that Abdel Haleem didn’t write his own lyrics when he’d read it in a newspaper.


“How can that be, Shireen? The words melt in his mouth like sugar, he makes the words come out like spun threads, so it couldn’t not be him that wrote the poem. But I believed the newspaper and then I bought a book called Drawing with Words, but I couldn’t understand it. Poetry only sounds right when Abdel Haleem is singing it. Don’t you like Abdel Haleem?”


The moon remained silent, swept by spasms, and he saw the small eyes suspended on the white round surface.


Before he’d come to Albert’s, Yalo hadn’t noticed that her eyes were small. There, in Ballona, he’d seen but hadn’t seen, because the smell had overwhelmed him and stopped him from seeing.


“Remember how … I don’t know what you felt there, but I felt as though I was drowning. It was the smell of the incense, and I couldn’t see anything. Look right at me so I can see the colour of your eyes.”


Shireen had chosen the restaurant. They went there together in her white V. W. Golf. He sat next to her and couldn’t think of anything to say. She’d told him on the phone to wait for her in Sassine Square, in front of the statue of Bachir Gemayel, at 1.00 in the afternoon. It was raining while he waited, but Yalo never budged. He used the monument as a shelter against the ropes of rain. He didn’t duck into the Chase Café nearby. He was afraid she wouldn’t find him, afraid she wouldn’t recognize him, afraid he wouldn’t recognize her car. She’d said she’d come in a white car, so he stood in the rain waiting for the white car inside which she would be sitting, and when the car showed up, he didn’t see it. He stared at all the cars, but he wasn’t seeing. The car stopped next to him, she opened the door, and she gestured to him. He saw her and fell onto the leather seat and the floor was covered with drops of water falling from his long black coat.


“You’re still wearing that coat?” she asked.


He couldn’t think what to say. He’d worn the coat for her, to remind her of that night. But he was lying even without saying anything, because he could not be parted from his coat. He’d worn it in Beirut and he’d worn it at the barracks near the Ministry of Justice and he’d worn it in Paris and he wore it in Ballona, and he couldn’t bear to take it off, to the point where he hated the summer because of it. Even in summer, the coat was always with him on his hunting trips in the forest. All the same, he couldn’t think what to say. The spine idea came into his head, and he wanted to tell her about the love that shatters one’s back, but he didn’t say anything and waited in silence until they got to Albert’s. She parked and they got out. She went in ahead of him. She found an isolated corner where they sat down, but before he could open his mouth to tell her that he wanted her, as he’d planned to do as soon as she agreed to go with him to the restaurant, the waiter came over and asked what they wanted to drink.


“Arak,” said Yalo.


“Arak,” repeated Shireen. “Why not?”


Yalo started ordering meze, and Shireen seemed not to care what the dishes were or not to be listening. Yalo had been sure that her agreeing to have lunch with him would lead her back to his house in Ballona or him to hers in Hazmiyeh.


When, at 11.00 that morning, he’d bathed and put the green shampoo on his hair and stood under the hot shower and closed his eyes, he’d seen Shireen. The water gushed over him and his love gushed too. He felt as though everything was slipping from his shoulders, that his whole life was slipping away under the hot water, and he felt a strange intoxication. He masturbated without realizing it, and everything slipped away and he went to her. He left desire behind and went just as he was, without desire and naked. He stood under the shower and the business was done, and he left his desire at home and went to her with love. “Just love,” he said to himself. Love for its own sake, as in Abdel Haleem. A love he didn’t know how to speak but that he would speak, because, ever since his first meeting with Shireen, he hadn’t stopped listening to the songs of Abdel Haleem. He had, it’s true, continued his hunting parties, but he’d embarked on them without real desire. As for Mme Randa, he’d stopped sleeping with her. He’d only slept with her three times in the past six months, and each time she’d put on a sex video so he’d only slept with her via the film.


Shireen said she’d drive by Sassine Square and pick him up, so he parked Madame’s car on the corner by the Lala chicken restaurant and walked towards the square.


Yalo had thought that Shireen didn’t own a car, because when he’d been hunting her with the grizzled man whose grey hair was bent over her neck, he’d thought she couldn’t own a car. The grizzled man had gone off in his own car and left her shivering in the forest, and Yalo had taken her to his hut because he had no alternative.


Why did she tell the interrogator that he’d ordered her to get out and told the man to leave?


“She’s lying, sir,” he said.


When he said she was lying, the palm landed hard on his right cheek, and he felt little white circles coming out of his eyes, and everything went cloudy.


What, in fact, had happened?


Yalo would spend many long days in his cell trying to reconstruct the incident exactly, but he would fail.


When the light fell on the two victims and he ran towards them, the sound of his plastic shoes hitting the ground filled his ears. That’s how it always was. When he went hunting, his footfalls would grow louder and he would hear nothing else.


He shone his torch at them and moved forward, and when he reached the car, he saw the grey-haired man raise his head in alarm before getting out of the car and standing in front of Yalo. Yalo looked at the girl and motioned with the barrel of his rifle. His gesture hadn’t been meant as an order to get out of the car, but the girl opened the door and got out, so Yalo turned and walked towards her, and at that moment the grey-haired man jumped into the car and reversed at high speed. Then the car turned, its wheels squealing as the earth flew up around them. Yalo raised his gun and pumped it as though he was about to shoot, or that was the impression he gave, but then he heard the girl weeping. He turned and saw the girl kneeling on the ground and gasping as she wept. He lowered the rifle, stood next to her, and silence fell between them.


Yalo led the girl to his hut, after asking her to take off her high-heeled party shoes. He had taken her hand and helped her get up. Then he’d made her walk, and when he discovered that she was stumbling because of the high heels, he looked at the shoes and the girl understood and took them off without his having to ask. With the shoes in her hand she walked by his side. But she stumbled again and nearly fell. She doubled over as though she was falling, so Yalo bent over, but she recovered her balance and stood up, so he took her hand and led her to the place where the smell of incense blazed out of her lovely white wrists.


Why did she lie to the interrogator and say she’d been with her fiancé?


Yalo can’t remember if he’d told her that her wrists smelled like rice pudding, but there in the restaurant, and after he’d slapped her, Yalo ordered rice pudding. Shireen smiled because she remembered that he’d told her that her wrists smelled better than rice pudding.


No, he hadn’t slapped her because of the birds, as she claimed before the interrogator, but because she’d offered him money, and he despised money. He ate a dozen fried birds and drank half a bottle of arak before slapping her because she’d wounded his pride.


No, what she’d said wasn’t right. He hadn’t ordered her and her fiancé to kneel. She’d knelt after the grizzled man had left. And she wasn’t with her fiancé. He knew that because this young man sitting in the interrogation room wasn’t with her there in the forest.


She’d told the interrogator he’d ordered them to kneel and pointed his gun at them and that he’d wanted to kill her fiancé, Emile Shaheen, but she’d begged him to let Emile go and he’d done so.


“You’re Emile?” asked the interrogator.


“Yes. Right. Emile Shaheen,” answered the young man.


“Do you have anything to add?”


“Shireen has told you everything,” answered Emile.


She said he’d ordered Emile to say his prayers because he was going to kill him in front of his girlfriend. “That’s when I started pleading with him and crying. But he went on like a stubborn billy goat, and the rifle was pointing at the man’s head, so I screamed. I don’t know where I found the strength. Emile jumped into the car and got away, thank God. My fiancé ran away, and I was left in the clutches of this con man.”


“What do you say to that, Daniel?” asked the interrogator.


Yalo knew he would stammer and couldn’t speak. The pebble returned to his mouth; his mother had put a pebble under his tongue to make him talk without stammering, but he forgot about stammering when he saw the blood. That’s what he would write if he were able to look back at his life in the mirror of days, but instead he was standing there, feeling his mother’s pebble under his tongue, and could find nothing to say.


“Why didn’t your fiancé report the incident immediately?” he’d say.


“Why was he grizzled and in his fifties, and today he’s suddenly a young man?” he’d say.


“Why did he leave you and run away?” he’d say.


But he didn’t say, and the interrogator didn’t insist. He considered Daniel’s silence an answer and a confession.


“Is this the man who raped you and then found you again and blackmailed you and took money from you?” asked the interrogator.


Shireen nodded her head yes.


Emile looked at his watch and asked the interrogator if they could go now.


“Of course,” said the interrogator, “of course,” and he accompanied them to the door of the police station.


But at Albert’s, no.


He slapped her and she shut up. Then when he ordered rice pudding, she smiled, and he told her he loved her.


“I’m engaged, Yalo,” she said.


“I love you,” he said.


“Please,” she said.


The waiter brought the bill, and Yalo paid it and ordered another glass of arak. He sipped the arak and looked into the girl’s eyes before closing his own for a long time.


“Please don’t go to sleep,” she said.


“Don’t talk,” he replied. “I’m speaking with God.”


But the girl began talking, and Yalo listened to her with his eyes closed.


“I respect your feelings, but I’m engaged and I can’t,” she said.


“To that piece of shit who left you in the forest and ran away?” he asked.


“No, no. I left that one. To someone else.”


And the girl told the story, and Yalo listened.


“It was like in an Egyptian film,” he said. “Like a film with Fareed ElAtrash.”


She said she’d listen to Arabic songs for his sake. She said she respected him highly and was sorry, and that he was right to slap her because she’d hurt his feelings when she offered him money.


“Stop talking like that!” yelled Yalo.


He thought of the scene where Fareed Shawqi slaps Hind Rustum in Maid of the Nile and the actress kneels and says, “I love you, you brute.”


“That’s how I want you to be,” he said. “You have to love a real man, not shits like those – one of them old enough to be your father and the other frightened of his mum.”


“You’re right,” said Shireen. “But what can I do? I love him. We were students at the American University and we slept together. I was on the pill, but that day I forgot, I don’t know why. Then when I told him I was pregnant and we had to get married, he said he was afraid of what his mother would say, so I took care of things. I became depressed, and a girlfriend took me to Dr Saeed, who did the abortion and fell in love with me. He said he fell in love with me because I cried so much. I got to his clinic and I started crying. I couldn’t speak. I sat there and put my head in my hands and burst out crying, the tears pouring from my eyes. The doctor didn’t say anything. He let me cry and sat there watching me; later he told me that he’d sat there watching.


He said he’d fallen for me “for the sake of those tears” – that’s how he put it, speaking formally. “For the sake of those tears” and my foolishness, he said. I cried for I don’t know how long, and then he told me, “Get up and come into the other room.” I went and I could hear him telling me, “Take off your things.” I took off my skirt and stood there. He said, “No,” and pointed to show that I was to take everything off. I took everything off and he stared at my chest. I felt, I don’t know what, but it was like his eyes were boring into my chest like needles, and I heard him say, “Very nice,” but I didn’t say anything. I was trembling with fear. I told him, “I’m cold, doctor.” He said, “Lie down,” so I lay down on a funny bed, a half-bed. I lay down on my back with my legs dangling. The nurse came in with a needle in her hand, and he kept staring between my legs and his eyes were kind of weird. I was afraid that there was a problem. I tried to speak, but my tongue had gone heavy in my mouth, like a bit of rubber. Then I don’t remember anything. No, before I lost consciousness I told him, “I’m cold. Please give me a blanket.” I was afraid and ashamed, and his eyes looked like they could see something, and then when I opened my eyes everything was over. I heard the nurse saying, “Everything’s fine. Get dressed and the doctor will see you.”


Shireen told her story. Her tongue was suddenly freed. She spoke and cried and blew her nose, and Yalo handed her Kleenex and was set on fire; everything within him was set on fire. The half-bed set him on fire; the doctor telling her to take her clothes off set him on fire; the nurse giving her the anaesthetic injection set him on fire.


She said she took off all her clothes, and she drew something like semi-circles round her small breasts and he smelled nakedness, but he felt paralyzed. She spoke and he listened, and his eyes felt as heavy as they did in sleep. She told him about the haemorrhage she’d had two days after the abortion and about how Dr Saeed El Halabi had taken her to his private clinic, where she’d stayed for three days until she was better, and how she’d fallen in love with him on the third day.


“I let him sleep with me without feeling any real desire. Well, he didn’t sleep with me properly.”


She said that on the third day, when the clock was pointing to 6.00 p.m. and she was alone, overcome with drowsiness and in need of a cigarette, he came to her room. The twilight was colouring everything with a greyness before which the daylight fled and he entered the room, his ashen hair shining. He sat on the bed, said, “Okay, you’re fine. You can go home now,” pulled back the bedcover so she could get up and took her hand.


“When he took my hand, I felt that I loved him,” she said.


She said it was his hand that made her love him. His fingers, long as a piano player’s, entwined with hers and she felt love.


“He put one hand on mine and buried the other one in his white hair, and I fell in love with him.” She said she fell in love with him and wanted him to take her in his arms.


“I told him, ‘I don’t want to go. I’ve become fond of you, doctor.’”


Shireen spoke about that evening. She said that the night had slid over them and she didn’t know what had happened then.


“I don’t know what happened. I don’t remember. You know I don’t remember things like that – not just Dr Saeed, not anybody realIy. I don’t remember with you, I don’t remember with Emile. Okay, I remember the room and the doctor next to me, and that I slept with him, but I don’t remember the details. I don’t know what happened. Why do you think that is?”


“How should I know?” asked Yalo.


“It’s strange, I really don’t remember anything,” she said.


“You mean now you don’t remember sleeping with me?” asked Yalo.


…


“Don’t you remember the second time, how you said that you could smell the scent of pines, as though the trees had come into the room?”


“I said that?”


“Of course.”


“I can’t believe it.”


“You were talking about the scent of the pines, and I felt as though my spine was breaking into bits.”


“I didn’t say that,” said Shireen. “I couldn’t have. When I was with you, I was dying of fear, and anyway, please, let’s forget it.”


Why had she forgotten everything?


She’d forgotten how she’d told him at Albert’s about Dr Saeed and about her new-old fiancé Emile. She sat there like a stranger, and something that reminded Yalo of the young men’s savagery on that day he had decided to forget, and had forgotten, came out of her eyes. That day when they’d taken the three men to the cemetery and made them lie down under the cypress trees in the cemetery of Mar Mitr as though they were being crucified. They’d crucified them on the ground before shooting them, and then they’d started cursing and spitting, the terror inhabiting their eyes. Yalo had vomited and then wept. Then he’d gone home. Then … no, no, he didn’t want to remember that now, so he shut his eyes.


She said she’d kissed the doctor. She’d lifted her head a little so her lips could meet his, and she’d fallen in love with him.


“I let him sleep with me even though I didn’t feel desire, but he didn’t really,” she said.


The doctor told her that full intercourse was not a good idea just then.


“He made love to my chest,” she said, crying and blowing her nose.


“What do you mean?” asked Yalo, his voice shaking.


“Like this,” she said, tracing the line between her breasts with her finger. “And I didn’t feel anything. Well, I felt something hot.”


She said she’d had a long relationship with the doctor and that he was not normal and always slept with her “that way”.


“What way?” asked Yalo.


“Here,” she said, tracing an imaginary line between her breasts.


“Like that all the time?”


“Mostly,” she said. “He said he liked my tits.”


“Don’t use that word,” said Yalo. “It’s not nice for women to use words like that.”


“What word do you want me to use? I’m just telling the truth.”


“Say ‘sahro’.”


“What does ‘sahro’ mean?” she asked.


“You’ve forgotten? I taught you that word when you were at my house.”


“I told you, I don’t remember anything.”


“You asked me then what it meant and I explained it to you.”


“Okay, so explain it to me again.”


“Not now,” said Yalo. “But don’t use words like that.”


She said that the doctor didn’t sleep with her properly even once. He used to satisfy himself with words of love and then “things like that”. “He used to tell me he was afraid to sleep with me properly because we were at the clinic. I told him, ‘Fine, let’s go to a hotel.’ He said everyone would know and he was a married man, so we started doing it sometimes at the clinic and sometimes in the car. At Ballona, the time you raped me …”


“Me, rape you? What are you talking about?”


“I mean the time you took me to your house and slept with me, we were in the car and he told me, ‘Put your head down.’”


“Maybe he saw me.”


“No, he didn’t see you. He wanted me to …”


“Wanted you to what?”


“He wanted me to go down on him, and then you were so kind as to turn up and we died of fright, and I don’t know how I managed to get my head up or how he managed to rearrange his clothes.”


“I’m an idiot,” shrieked Yalo. “A stupid idiot.”


“Keep your voice down,” said Shireen. “Please, the restaurant’s full of people. Do me a favour and don’t raise your voice.”


Yalo said in a low voice that he was a stupid idiot.


Where’s the smell of incense?


Why didn’t Yalo smell incense when he saw her sitting in the interrogation room?


At Albert’s he’d smelled it. Her incense was stronger than the arak and the fried birds and everything else. Here, though, in the interrogator’s white room, he could smell nothing. Or at least his nose was filled with a rubbery smell. When, later, the interrogator forced him to write the story of his life, he would write about the smell of imprisonment and say that the smell of the prison was like that of wet rubber, a smell of petrol and heating oil and rubber, burning and smoking.


When he saw her before the interrogator, he fell onto the chair and closed his eyes, seeking the smell of incense. He saw Emile seated at her side, he saw her slim, naked thighs revealed by the short skirt, he saw the roundness of her small breasts, and he waited for the incense. But the smell of incense did not rise; in fact, the other smell became very strong, more like that of wet rubber, and the sun burned everything and made it impossible to see.


And Shireen said.


She said and she reached out and took Yalo’s hand, in the restaurant, before taking hers away again and saying, “Please.”


“Please let me go. I want to go back to my house and my life. I don’t want anything from you. I apologize. Forgive me and let me go.”


“Where do you want to go?” asked Yalo.


“I want to go back to my house and my life,” she answered.


“So go. Am I stopping you?”


“Yes, you’re stopping me. Please let me go. I’m grateful for everything, but you have to understand that it’s over, it’s all over.”


Yalo felt a desire to slap her again, but he didn’t. The slap had been logical when she’d opened her purse and taken out a handful of dollars and pushed them at him, leaving her purse open on the table, and asked him to leave her alone.


“Take it all,” she’d said, “and if you want more, I’m ready to pay. Just leave me alone.”


At that moment Yalo had stood up and slapped her. He heard the sound of footsteps approaching, so he thought that someone from the restaurant was coming over. He put his hand into his pocket, feeling for the knife, and got ready to fight, but the footsteps clattered away again. He sat down again and drank the whole of his glass at one go, and the silence was broken only by Shireen’s coughing and crying.


He gave her a Kleenex and she put the money back in her purse. Then he gave her a bite of kibbeh nayyeh and the conversation returned to normal.


He told her about the Egyptian films he loved because Madame had made him watch them. She would ask him to go down to Beirut once a week to get her Arab films from a video store in Sodeco and she’d spend her mornings watching them. Sometimes she’d invite him to watch with her. He didn’t tell Shireen about the other films, though, since he didn’t know where Madame got them, but she only watched those at night. Daytime was for the Arabic films and night-time for the other films, which she watched with a bottle of Black Label whisky, and Yalo didn’t want to talk about those other films because since Shireen he’d begun to see life with new eyes.


Why didn’t Shireen believe him?


Why did she persist in the belief that he was blackmailing her and that his love for her and the songs of Abdel Haleem Hafez meant nothing?


In the restaurant, when she told him about her relationship with Emile, he felt a need to slap her again. She said she’d started to think Dr Saeed didn’t love her.


“I mean … how can I put it? I don’t know, I just felt he didn’t love me properly.”


She said her relationship with the doctor had come to an end after that hellish night.


“It was like all the doors of Hell had opened. I went to see him at the clinic around 6.00 in the evening, as usual, so that we could spend a little time before he went home. We sat and talked. He reached over to me. He reached over to undo the buttons of my blouse and he asked me about Emile. I’d started seeing Emile again. I was sick of the secrecy and the lying and the unfulfilling dates. And he would only make love to me the way I told you. So I went back to Emile. I can’t tell you how happy Emile was when I agreed to speak to him again. He said that he felt guilty, and that this and that that, and that he was going to get his mother to come and ask for my hand. I didn’t tell Dr Saeed about Emile. I don’t know how he found out. Or I told him that Emile had phoned but didn’t tell him I’d gone to the cinema with him and that we’d slept together.”


“You slept with him?” asked Yalo.


“So what? He was going to be my fiancé.”


“You mean you were sleeping with two men at the same time?”


Shireen didn’t answer. She bowed her head and said nothing.


“Why don’t you say something?” he asked.


She said she could no longer understand him. He’d raped her and kept pursuing her with telephone calls and forcing her to meet him in cafés and waited for her in front of her house and at work, and he was blackmailing her and threatening her, and now he wanted to give her lessons in morals because she’d slept with two men?


“And how many of the women from the forest have you slept with?” she asked.


“No, I’m not like that,” he answered.


“You’re not what? Who are you? Why in God’s name did I get involved with you?”


“And?” asked Yalo.


“And what?” asked Shireen.


“You told him about Emile, and then what?”


“Oh. You’re asking me about the doctor.”


She said she’d been astonished by Dr Saeed’s reaction. When he asked her about Emile, Shireen decided the time had come to tell him the truth. And when he heard that, after they’d watched Scarface, she and Emile had gone to the Italian restaurant for dinner and that then she’d gone with Emile to his flat and spent the night, the doctor didn’t get angry and throw her out of the clinic as she’d expected. Instead, he started gnawing his fingernails, and then he touched her chest.


“‘No, no,’ I told him. ‘No, I don’t want that any more.’”


“I know what you want,” he told her, and he started tearing at her clothes. Then he led her over to the sofa, took off all her clothes, helped her take off his, and the hell began.


Shireen said that she didn’t know what happened, whether he’d slept with her or not. He’d had an erection and she’d taken him in her hand and he’d entered her, but she didn’t know. Perhaps he’d come quickly, but there wasn’t any sign of it. Perhaps he’d suddenly gone soft so he’d pretended that he’d finished. And then he’d started again. He’d been right there, as though he was making love to her, but he hadn’t … Then he’d said he couldn’t, because she’d castrated him. “You’re one of those women who castrate men,” he’d said.


Shireen asked Yalo, “Does that make sense?”


Yalo said he didn’t understand exactly what had happened.


“Nor do I,” said Shireen.


“I just hope it doesn’t happen with me!” said Yalo, laughing.


“You mean he was right, I castrate men?” asked Shireen.


“I don’t know about the others, but I’m ready to try you out right now,” said Yalo.


“Look at you. What a thing to think of!”


“What am I supposed to be thinking of?” asked Yalo, drinking some arak.


Shireen said Dr Saeed had got up, put on his clothes and left her alone at the clinic.


“I put my clothes on quickly, without having a shower. I was afraid he’d locked me in, but when I tried the door it opened. I picked up my things, went home and that was that.”


“That was that?”


“No. Afterwards the thing at Ballona happened. He pleaded with me and I went with him, and what happened happened and that was that.”


“And Emile?” asked Yalo.


“No. No, Emile didn’t know anything about my relationship with Dr Saeed, and anyway, what kind of a relationship was it? It had no taste.”


She said that with Emile too she didn’t taste anything, but she was going to marry him. She’d sleep with him without feeling any desire, but she felt tenderness, especially since he carried his guilt round on his shoulders and was always bent over, as though under the weight of his fear for her.


Shireen said she was going to marry Emile and that she wanted Yalo to understand her position and stop phoning her because the engagement was getting closer.


“The engagement? What engagement?” asked Yalo.


“My engagement to Emile,” said Shireen. “We’ve decided to get engaged. I’m begging you, it’s over.”


“The truth is out!” screamed the interrogator.


Why did the interrogator say that the truth was out? Was it because she’d come with Emile and lied? Is that how the truth comes out?


The interrogator said that the truth had come out “and there’s no point in lying any more.”


“Yes, sir,” said Yalo, and he wanted to confess. He bowed his head, closed his eyes and could feel the confession; he could hear his grandfather the kohno saying in his hoarse voice that was swallowed up by his throat, “Confess!” Yalo had been frightened when his mother said that her father swallowed his voice. He’d get frightened and stop swallowing his saliva so that he wouldn’t swallow his voice and become like his grandfather.


“Confess, boy!” the kohno screams.


All Yalo can see is a white beard from which a strange smell emanates.


“That’s the smell of incense,” said his mother. “Your grandfather, my son, is a kohno. He chews incense and musk before leading the prayers, and you too, very soon you’ll grow up, God willing, and be a kohno like your grandfather.”


“I hate all kohnos,” said Daniel.


But his grandfather, the priest Afram (as his name became after he entered the priesthood), forgot everything. He forgot the first name he’d had, Habeel, and his second name, which the Kurdish mullah had given him, and forgot how he’d worked as a tile-maker in the workshops scattered around Beirut, and forgot his mother, who’d died in a faraway village called Ein Ward, and forgot his wife, who’d been killed by a long illness.


All that Kohno Afram remembered about his mother was the long black hair in which spots of blood had congealed, like open eyes. Afram chewed pine resin, perfumed his beard with incense and was afraid of open eyes.


“Close your eyes, boy, and confess.”


“That boy’s eyes scare me. Why are his eyes so big and his lashes so long? Where did he get those eyes? We don’t have big eyes like that in our family.”


Yalo didn’t know how to answer his grandfather the kohno’s questions, but he would close his eyes and confess that he’d lied and stolen an apple or not done his lessons or anything else he happened to think of. When the kohno listened to his confession, he was transformed from a kohno receiving the Sacrament into a grandfather, and instead of preaching to the boy who stood before him, head bowed and eyes closed, he’d start beating him with a cane.


“I don’t want to make confession with you, Grandpa.”


“I’m not Grandpa, I’m Father Afram, and if you don’t confess, you won’t be allowed to take Communion tomorrow.”


He would force Yalo to confess and then start beating him, and the boy would be frightened of that rasping voice paving the way for the whine of the cane over his naked feet.


Yalo didn’t cry. His saliva would dry up, and he would tremble with frustration before his grandfather.


He called him “Black Grandfather”, and this square-built man, with his honey-coloured eyes and his large nose, whose white beard filled his face and reached down to his chest, was the master of the small family made up of Yalo and his mother, Gaby. Yalo didn’t have a father, because his father had emigrated to Sweden long ago and all trace of him had been lost, and he didn’t have any brothers or sisters.


“Just us three,” Yalo told the interrogator when he was asked about his family.


“We are a family of just three people – Abo, Bro and Rohoqadisho. I’m Bro.”


“What are you talking about? Do you think this is a joke?” screamed the interrogator.


“No, sir. It’s just that my Black Grandfather used to talk like that. He was an Assyrian, except I think he was a Kurd. I don’t know how it all got so mixed up. That’s how we are – Father, Son and Holy Ghost, my mother being the Holy Ghost. That’s what I was taught when I was small, but my grandfather stopped calling me Bro. He said I wasn’t a good Bro. Bro is Christ and I was turning out like Judas, pathetic and useless. That’s why he started calling me Yalo, and when he heard my mother calling me Bro he’d tell her not to and yell at her.”


Why didn’t Yalo tell the interrogator these things?


When he asked Yalo about his family, Yalo didn’t know what to say. He closed his eyes as though he couldn’t hear.


“Confess!” screamed the interrogator.


Yalo decided to confess, and the confession came and he said, “Yes, but it didn’t happen like that.”


“How did it happen? You tell us and we’ll decide.”


Yalo said that the man in the car with Shireen wasn’t Emile but another man.


“Liar. Why didn’t you say that when M. Emile was sitting here?”


And the silence fell.


Yalo felt the silence spreading to every corner, an all-embracing silence that swallowed him and swallowed his voice and ears. He had felt the same when he had arrived at the villa. The lawyer had told him, “Come,” and he’d brought him there from Paris, and there, in the village of Ballona, Yalo had heard the sound of silence and became accustomed to it, and it had become part of him. And he’d discovered that night had a body, and the body of night fell upon him and covered him.


A night like a black coat and a silence like silence, and stars that spread above him as though opening onto eternity, and an eternity that took him into another fear.


The lawyer, Michel Salloum, said he’d taken Yalo there to guard the Villa Gardenia. He said he’d brought a Kalashnikov and a box of ammunition, and shown Yalo the hut below the villa where he would live.


“Right, right,” said Yalo.


“Go down to your house, get yourself sorted out, and then come back up here so I can introduce you to my wife, Mme Randa, and my daughter, Ghada.”


“Right, right,” said Yalo.


“Take a shower, the water’s hot. Change your clothes. I’ve bought you new ones. Then come back up here to me.”


“Right, right,” said Yalo.


“And I don’t want any hooliganism, understand? The rifle’s only to be used if anything should happen, God forbid. I don’t want anyone to see it, and I don’t want my wife to know.”


“Right, right,” said Yalo.


“My wife’s afraid of dogs or we’d have got a guard dog, to help you I mean, but she’s afraid. That’s why there isn’t going to be anyone else for you to rely on. You’re going to have to rely on God and on yourself.”


“Right, right,” said Yalo.


Yalo went down to the hut below the villa belonging to Maître Michel Salloum and felt as though he was now the owner of a palace. The house was small and beautiful, thought Yalo when he found himself alone in his new home. It was a large room, about sixteen square metres, rectangular in shape, with white walls and green carpeting. On the right there was a wide wooden bed covered with a blue woollen blanket, and on the left an old pink sofa and, next to that, a wooden table and three cane chairs. A naked bulb dangled from the ceiling, and on the left there was a metal cupboard, which Yalo opened, finding inside three new pairs of trousers, a number of old shirts, clean and ironed, and an olive-green woollen pullover. To the left of the room was a kitchen that contained a small refrigerator, a three-ring butane-gas cooker, a small table and a white cupboard with dishes and saucepans, and next to this was a small bathroom with a white toilet, a shower, a clean mirror, a white box for medicines with the Red Cross symbol on it, and an electric water heater. Yalo turned on the heater, went back into the room and lounged on the sofa. Then he saw a spider’s web in the right-hand corner of the room and noticed that the paint was flaking just below the ceiling on the left, but still he felt like a king. He went into the bathroom and took a shower, though the water wasn’t yet hot enough, and then he put on a green shirt and grey trousers. He discovered that the trousers were too short, as were the three other pairs hanging in the cupboard, so he decided to put his old trousers on again and buy a new pair the next day.


For the first time in his life, Yalo thought, he was going to live in his own house, and he thought that he could bring his mother there. Then he dropped the idea because ‘Mme’ Gabrielle had said she wanted to go back to her old house and that she hated Ein El Roummaneh, where she’d been forced to take refuge after being expelled from the Assyrian quarter in Museitbeh at the start of the war.


She’d said her clients were waiting for her to return and take up her work again because she was the best seamstress in Beirut.


She’d said that she couldn’t put up with this life any longer and missed her old neighbours, and that the civil war was over, or ought to be.


She’d said that her father had died in Ein El Roummaneh like a stranger. Father Afram had died alone, and she didn’t want to die there too; she wanted to die in her own house.


She’d said and she’d said. She’d stand in front of the mirror for long periods and talk, and Yalo began to be afraid of his mother. The mirror began to terrify him, so he decided to leave. He’d left two years before and not gone back. Fate had taken him where it wished, and there, in the metro station in Paris, the lawyer Michel Salloum had stumbled across him and brought him back to Lebanon.
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