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Our deepest bonds remain
the mirror and the gun.


—Audre Lorde
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I


(2023)


This morning, my mother sat in front of me, covered neck to toe in a red-checkered, black-streaked wax tablecloth we’d been using as a hairdresser cape for a few years—fastened with a binder clip, of course. I’d been her designated hair colorist since she’d stopped trusting professionals while still in her early forties. She cursed the entire trade when one poor sod mistakenly dyed her hair a deep russet—and he was a poor sod because he was still a young apprentice at the time. He was all she could afford. My father had my mother, all of us, on a strict budget. Every now and then, I would ask if she could sit down on the floor between my legs so I didn’t have to stand while dyeing her hair. She refused, of course. I had to suffer for her elegance, she’d say.


My mother had intimate relationships with mirrors. With a tilt of her dark eyes, she stared at her reflection, at her pale neck furrowed with tiny blue veins, at the white roots in her hair, the part in the middle looking like a road marker separating two lanes. She told me she hated this mirror, the whole vanity, she was going to buy a new one. She felt certain she could find a reasonably priced one that was more beautiful than that dissembling thing before her. Mirrors are fleeting, I said, they retain nothing. There was going to be a new her in a few minutes. I began to brush dark into light. A mirror kept no record of metamorphosis.


She snorted. “You’re breaking house rules again,” she said.


“That wasn’t philosophizing.”


“Sure sounded like it. Forgetful mirrors and all that.”


“You look beautiful.”


“I’m old.”


Told her I was as well. I pointed to my hair, which was already whiter than hers. The original red turned a weird blondish in my forties, and white in my fifties, which I liked the most since it didn’t stand out as much.


“You’re in extreme middle age,” she said. “You’re not allowed to be old. That would make me ancient.”


“But you are ancient.”


“Fuck your mother.”


Her favorite expression, which always sounded off coming from her, even after years of hearing it. Anyone else saying it barely registered, but of course, my mother saying it to me was always strange.


Her head lurched right slightly and abruptly. She noticed. I noticed. Both pretended we didn’t. The dye brush remained steady in my hand. She was still in great health for her age. She swore she still could, if needed, climb the three flights of stairs to our apartment when the building’s diesel generator was asleep. Yet her body had been failing her at a faster rate, tentative tics growing more assured. At times her hands shook so much that she developed this habit of sitting with one nestled atop the other in her lap like napping kittens.


“Why don’t you let me dye your hair?”


“Now, why would I do that?”


“Because you’d look younger. We can probably find a dye that would make it look more natural than your original, which God knows was a color not found in nature.”


“How could it be not found in nature when it was my natural hair color?”


“You should let me dye your hair because I’d like it. It would remind me how I used to comb your hair as a boy.”


“You never combed my hair. Not once.”


“Of course I did. You can’t remember anything. We agree on that at least. Your memory is worse than mine.”


“And we never agreed on that. You have the worst memory in the history of mankind. If there was an oblivion Olympics, you’d win a gold medal in every category.”


“I wonder what the categories would be. I’d ask you but I’m sure you forgot.”


“Ha! Don’t make me laugh, Zalfa, or I might end up dyeing your ear black.”


“Let me dye your hair. Maybe you’d find a boyfriend.”


“How? It hasn’t helped you any.”


“Fuck your mother.”


The boy on the second-floor balcony across the street admired the lush, bent oak below my building. I was swaddled in nightclothes, whereas he was shirtless. He stepped back from the concrete railing, showing me he was wearing a pair of skimpy white briefs with a red pack of cigarettes held tightly by the waistband against his hip bone. He delicately picked out a cigarette, lit it, took a long puff, and scratched his beard before exhaling. Lusty. Were he wearing something more than underwear, I would have expected him to rearrange his privates before throwing a smiling glance up my way. It was a flirting game he liked to play. He wouldn’t look up until his performance was done. It was never overt—plausible deniability forever an option. He was meticulously polite when he encountered me on the street, whether by himself or accompanied, always nice to the neighborhood homosexual. He didn’t return to the railing, didn’t want to block my view. How old was the little scoundrel? Twenty, twenty-one? Probably horny. I hadn’t seen his girlfriend in a while.


He enjoyed the show. I enjoyed the show, but I wished I could explain that it wasn’t a desire for him I felt. I longed for the desire I used to feel for a boy like him when I was younger, a nostalgia of sorts, the deliciousness of hunger, the flush of blood. I longed for longing; I desired desire. I used to get indomitable erections when I saw a stunning guy like him, and as I aged, I’ve slid a spiral from lust to an acute echo of yearning. The helpless longing of a ghost. My mind now titillated by the memory, not the vision.


I wished to send him a thank-you card for reminding me.


On cue, the boy tipped slightly backward as though about to lose his balance and topple. He slid his palm across his chest, through the vortex of hair around his navel, and rearranged his dick in the white briefs. He looked up slyly, knowing I was mesmerized. My heart went out to him.


“Is the neighbor boy on the balcony?” my mother yelled from the kitchen. “I can invite him for lunch if you want. If you let me dye your hair, he’d probably accept.”


“I can’t even remember what to do with a boy like him.”


“Speaking of the oblivion Olympics,” she said. “I’m making coffee. Want some?”


My mother made little studied noises in the small room, a thud of a dropped book, a squeak of a table lamp being moved (probably), a not-so-soft sigh followed by a cavernous cough. She wanted me in the room, needed to talk.


Wedged into the corner, the bed my mother sat on had no headboard or footboard, just a box spring and mattress with sheets and a bedcover, an Indian kantha of the most glorious lemon yellow and pink. My mother leaned her head to one side as though she was trying to decipher one of Picasso’s Cubist paintings. She petted a purring Monet somewhat distractedly with her right hand, while his twin, Manet, lay curled on the farthest pillow. Her left hand rested on the bed, feet on the scuffed linoleum floor, a mirror image of Wyeth’s Christina. With the room so tiny, her legs almost reached the far wall. I was only able to see the back of her head, her black-black hair reaching below her shoulder. I wondered if she was or had been crying. Not for Nahed’s departure, I thought. Her tears were triggered primarily by kitsch these days: bad movies, sappy Christmas cards, and poorly dubbed Turkish soap operas. She turned to face me. Her pinched lips had no specific meaning. When she’d reached eighty, her thin lips began to form an inverse crescent. She countered by pursing them regularly.


“This room wouldn’t feel so suffocating if we put in a window, even if it’s a small one,” she said, allowing herself another sigh. “I’m going to miss her terribly.”


“I know,” I said. “So will I.”


A dog barked in the distance—not any dog, it was Eddie, the golden retriever who lived on the fourth-floor balcony of the building next door. Neither Monet nor Manet flinched. The whole neighborhood loved the dog yet hated his habit of barking at birds. In March of the previous year, two mourning doves tried to nest along the eaves of the balcony below. Eddie barked for a whole week before the doves decided to relocate to a more upscale, less boisterous neighborhood. Eddie was by no means the loudest disturber. My cousin Nahed had to endure the sounds of human debauchery cascading from the room above at strange hours. Our neighbor was fucking his Sri Lankan maid whenever his wife left the house. Nahed allowed it a few times, after which, with my mother’s blessing and mine, she stomped up the stairs, rang the doorbell, and threatened the husband with exposure if he didn’t immediately halt this most unsensual of rackets. He did stop, he had to, but not before accusing her of being unneighborly.


“Will you?” my mother asked. “Do you miss her mother? Or will you just miss Nahed?”


“I will miss both.”


“See, I told you. You never listen to me.”


“Say thank you.”


“Must I?”


“Yes,” I said. “You must.”


“Thank you, you little shit.”


“You’re welcome.”


Nahed had left us early that morning, back to her apartment, which had taken two and a half years to resuscitate. My mother had wanted us to bid her farewell and accompany her to the apartment, to wave to her as she entered the building’s lobby. Since Nahed was our houseguest, my mother insisted we do so even though neither of us had a car. The only way my mother was able to let it go was when my cousin pretended to be insulted that she was called a houseguest. She’d been living with us, with me, for those two and a half years—remarkably, two and a half years to the day.


“I need to clean the room,” my mother said, “but I don’t feel like it. What should we do tonight, the two of us? I don’t want to be alone, so no reading for you. Want to get stupid and play canasta? You have enough edibles, right?”


“Yes, but we don’t have enough food in the house.”


“Fuck your mother, mister.” She stood up, casually smoothed her dress before twirling once. “I can still eat as much as I want.”


At some point after Nahed and her mother moved into our inconvenient abode, my mother discovered dope. When she was high, she got the munchies, but it wasn’t for something as childish as snacks. She would eat everything in the fridge and then start cooking two different kinds of stews and scarf it all. Never gained weight.


“Bring out the drugs,” my mother said. “Let’s get stupid.”


She intended for us to build a new mood in our home.


She braced her bare feet against the railing as if testing its solidity, her ankles looking shapeless and slightly puffy. The purple veins seemed pronounced as the tawny evening glow turned mauve. Her mouth hung open, her lips loose, her hair vigorously brushed. Across the street, the building sides glistened, the air grew luminous. The bougainvillea below wouldn’t let up on its vinous rustle, its stray flowers falling upon a giant heap of plastic garbage bags that looked like a slumbering prehistoric beast. The city shimmered, shadowless now, mysterious in these last lights. My mother stared at the seated man on the second-floor balcony, probably the flirty young man’s father. She wouldn’t move her eyes, a rigid gaze directed to the left of her legs, through the railings, down on to the man’s pipe as it glowed, waned, glowed again.


The building’s generator kicked in, announcing the time to be five thirty. I was able to rise off my rocking chair on the second attempt. I turned off our small generator at the end of the veranda. Before my mother arrived, I’d had it closer to the door. Moving it to its current location was one of her many demands. She needed it as far away from the clothesline as possible, not wanting the drying laundry to pick up any generator dust particles, which she insisted were flecks of grease. When the big building generator was on, hanging laundry had to be taken back off the line, brought out again when it went off. Our schedules were determined by the generators.


“I don’t feel anything,” she said, “or not much. Do you think I’ve grown inured to the drugs?”


“Of course not,” I said. “You’re so stupid right now, totally wasted.”


I felt as if heaven had dropped behind my eyelids, as if I were being hugged by an angel.


“You’re stupid,” she said, “not me. Fuck your mother. Does this mean that I shouldn’t have another?”


“Absolutely not. I should send you to your room.”


“Such a sourpuss.” Her hands tried first to compose her hair, then tried to rub the wildness and the chemistry from her eyes. “I will sleep well tonight. I don’t think I’ll remember my dreams, though. I never do if I have edibles. Am I talking too much again? You’ll never believe who visited in my dream last night. Mr. Cat. He showed up as if he’d been around all this time. You know I adore Monet and Manet, but they’re no Mr. Cat. No cat is or will ever be. All these years and I still think of him almost every day.”


When I was young and gullible, I used drugs hoping to travel to far-flung imaginings, to undertake glorious exploits of the mind, a trip to the moon on gossamer wings. Now that I’m old and gullible, I hope for the greatest of all adventures: a night of unbroken sleep.


Laundry rejuvenated my mother. Cleanliness made her happy. Washed away old sins, old mistakes flushed in the rinse. The sun was shining, the day absently warm, so my mother ran the washing machine. She came out onto the balcony, beaming at me, at the world, looking years younger, carrying a basket brimming with wet bundles. I was on my second cup of tea, getting ready to walk to school. My tie on but not yet my jacket.


“Do you have time to help,” she asked, laying the basket at her feet.


“Not much,” I said. “Maybe a little.”


Our first day of not-gray. Rains had been persistent for a few days. She stood in the healing light, her eyes shut for a moment. The sun was supposed to add wrinkles, but she looked younger, as though her life was to be extended for a dozen years. She pinned a wet nightgown to the line.


“Hand me the stuff and I’ll pin,” she said. “Pull your tie back before you get your hands wet.”


Piece by piece, I handed, and she pinned, her dresses, my shirts, hers, her bras, her underwear, not mine. We moved together, coordinated, in silence, which was unusual for her. Something was on her mind.


“We’re happy,” she said. “Aren’t we?”


“Yes, we are,” I said.


“I thought so,” she said. “You can go to work now. I’ll make you something good for dinner.”









II


(2001 – 2021)


The Banking Collapse
The Covid Pandemic


I begin this story with the lie, and like a great whale leading other sea creatures in her wake, it was followed by a whole pod. I wish I can say I had doubts. I didn’t. I jonahed that whale, swam right through and settled in. Gullibility and I have always been chummy. In my defense, the offer seemed real, and in a sense, it was, and when it arrived, I was desperate. Hook, line, and harpoon. I was in.


An organization called the American Excellence Foundation sent me an email on Friday evening, July 23, 2021. The foundation was based in the state of Virginia all the way over in America, and in spite of the name, its mission was supposed to be global, as in, it claimed to be a nonprofit fighting disease, poverty, hunger, and inequity around the world. Impressive, and I was impressed, particularly with the content of the email: yada, yada, yada, they were great, blah, blah, blah, I was great, yada, yada, yada, and my literary sensibility was both courageous and excellent, if not exactly American, blah, blah, so they’d like to offer me a residency at their subtly restored, bucolic farm in central Virginia for three months, where they’d board me, feed me, pay me one hundred dollars a day, and provide me the space and unfettered time to work on whatever I was working on.


The only hesitation I felt when I received that email was that I wasn’t working on anything, hadn’t worked on anything for more than twenty-five years, and had no intention of working on anything in the future either. I had written a book, you see, twenty-five years earlier. But I’m not a writer, not really. I wrote a book, that was it. It was an accident.


No, the lie wasn’t that I had received an offer as a writer and I wasn’t. I never claimed to be. I taught French philosophy at a high school. I was sixty-one years old when the damn offer arrived, and I’d been teaching the same class at the same school in Beirut for thirty-six years.


My high school alma mater offered me the job in the summer of 1985 during the middle of the civil war. I was to start teaching that fall, and I was worried that since I’d be spending most of my time in French, my Japanese might atrophy. I began a writing project in Japanese, an essay dealing with taking long walks in Beirut while that civil war was going on. I thought I’d work on whatever it was that I was writing during the summer and finish it before I started teaching, for the practice, mind you, just to improve my written Japanese. I ended up working on the project for nine years. Turned out to be a book of ninety-six pages. Taking so much time to finish such a small book should have been a signal to anyone and everyone that I was not a writer. I wasn’t supposed to publish it either, had no intention of doing so. The writing started out as an exercise, which turned into a private endeavor meant to clear my mind, to disentangle my feelings of what happened during the war, to the people, to the city itself. I didn’t write about myself at all, just stories of the war and the city. I described battle remnants, memories and traumas etched into concrete. Up there was where a sniper camped, shooting no less than seventeen people, including Mrs. Bharat and Samira, her Ethiopian maid, down this street. The big hole over there was made with an RPG that missed its target by about twenty meters. I wrote it as a Lebanese stroller dissociating from his surroundings, pretending to be Japanese. The only person who had read any of it was Mrs. Murata, a neighbor who was responsible for my fascination with Japan and had moved back to Tokyo at the beginning of the Lebanese civil war. I received an email sometime in the nineties from her niece Himari informing me that Mrs. Murata had passed away, and that she, Himari, had found my manuscript in her aunt’s papers. She wondered if I’d allow her to show it to an editor friend of hers. I found out later she’d already done so long before she received my permission.


A small press published my bizarrerie of a book, stupidly titled A Walk with the Japanese Ghosts of Beirut. Through no fault of my own, it did rather well—okay, it did very well. It became somewhat of a phenomenon in Japan, primarily because of its exoticness. I mean, here was one of those Arabs, barely a level above a brute, who could write a book in our hallowed language. Not that my use of language was beautiful, not baroque or flowery, but simple, like the walks I took—straightforward, but allegedly able to plummet its reader into immeasurable depths. Apparently, I’d spent nine years perfecting the tone that would make the book devastating and excruciatingly poignant, not that I’d spent nine years because I found the language so difficult, nine years trying to light a small fire with the ill-formed, wet branches of my Japanese sentences.


When I say the book did well, I don’t mean in biblical proportions. It was not Harry Potter, Gibran, or the Bible. It sold well for what it was. It was translated into twenty-three languages but never made a bestseller list in any country. It did well in that I was invited to read or talk about my book by a few universities and literary festivals. I was able to travel the world on other people’s money. Okay, it did well enough that I made a tidy sum of cash from publisher advances, and I put all of it away, never spent any of it, because I was terrified I would have no money to live on when I grew old, as I was right now, and I knew I could be fired at any point from my job.


I wasn’t completely candid when I wrote that teaching French philosophy was the only job I ever had. Not that it was a lie—I used to moonlight as a performance artist, a controversial one, even, but I didn’t earn any money that way. My art was not my job. Teaching my teenage brats was.


Here, I would like to address my feelings about my book. Whenever I spoke of it in a deprecating manner, I was accused of exhibiting a perverse reverse humility, a conceit fishing for praise. Worse, a German reviewer called me a naïf master. I was neither. He compared my book to W. G. Sebald’s works, particularly The Rings of Saturn and, dear lord, Austerlitz. I know I had no say in how a reviewer saw my work, but I was filled with shame. Mortified, even. To this day, I dreamed of visiting Winfried’s grave in the churchyard of St. Andrews, kneeling, and begging his forgiveness. It might not have been my fault, but I was ever so sorry.


Yes, my book’s narrator was a walker, like Sebald’s, but the tradition of walker-narrators was as old as writing itself. It was true I wrote about the vilification of the other, but that was only concerning Beirut at a specific time. Sebald tackled the whole history of persecution. He was a master, and I a peon. The problem with the comparison was that one of the master’s strokes of genius was his use of nineteenth-century prose, updated of course, to write about the great melancholy of the twentieth century. He used hypotaxis unlike anything I had seen before. Me? I could barely subordinate a clause, and I certainly couldn’t do it in Japanese.


I was no master. Writing in that pristine language would forever be a struggle.


Yet I was no naïf. I might have been younger when I wrote it, but I had been reading extensively, the poets, the philosophers, the great novelists. I read them all in four languages. I knew what a great book was supposed to read like. It was never my intention to write one, nor could I, since I spent all my writing time trying to figure out how a Japanese sentence worked.


When I said I didn’t consider my book that great, I wasn’t being humble or arrogant. I was speaking the truth.


Now, did I earn a lot of money from it? I did. Let’s just say that after the book was published in all the different languages, I had low to mid-six figures in my savings account, in dollars no less. I refused to touch the money. Okay, so that wasn’t true either. In 2001, my mother became depressed that she was aging so quickly and earnestly. All of us, her family—my father, my brother, and I—disapproved of plastic surgery, but my mother apparently did not; well, obviously did not. My father refused to pay for any of it. I doubt he could have anyway. My brother, the soulless dentist, aka the stupid one, whined that he had his wife and kids to worry about; he couldn’t help. My mother turned to her homosexual, nonbreeding son, who happened to be very gullible. I have always been susceptible to my mother’s minor needs and exigencies. I began many a battle feeling indomitable and ended up prostrate and vanquished, my mother’s flag fluttering, its pole staked right through my heart. I knew of no one else who could use sighs as a lethal weapon. Twenty thousand dollars was what she wanted, and that’s what I gave her. In fairness, as I look back now, I can state that it was the best money I ever spent. You should have seen her face, literally and figuratively. She looked so good and was happy again—so, so happy. The knife pruned and joy bloomed.


Other than that, I didn’t spend any of it. I lived off my meagre salary. The bank was giving such high interest on savings that I was making plenty. I thought that when I retired, I would be able to do so comfortably. I’d be able to travel, spend time on the beaches of Tunisia, have shopping sprees in Milan. I had a good plan. And I lost everything, everything. The politicians and bankers stole all our money. Everyone’s savings—poof. The whole country. There was nothing I could do about it. My dreams did not fade; they imploded. And even though having a job meant I was luckier than most everyone else in this bloodthirsty bitch of a country, I would never be able to retire. I was a serf.


Do you see now why I so easily believed that lie of an invitation?


And my mother said, “Go to America, Raja, go, go, go, so we can have more space in your apartment for a few months.”


Yes, my name is Raja.


Call me Raja the Imbecile.


Welcome to my stupid life.


Let’s talk about my mother for a bit, shall we?


You would think that after siphoning off twenty thousand from my bank account, Zalfa wouldn’t ask for another big favor. Okay, so the thought might have crossed your mind, but it didn’t mine. As I said earlier, call me Raja the Gullible.


In June 2005 my brother Farouk had his fourth child—maybe third, but who keeps track of such things? My mother was happy for two days, at which point my dad died. She mourned for a month or two, wore black for a year, returning to color and unabashed happiness in June of 2006. Sixty-eight at the time, she developed new routines, filled her leisure with civilized vices. Her mornings were devoted to taking adult courses at the university, primarily cultural studies and painting. Her watercolors were awful, but she was proud of them—no one could possibly inform her otherwise. She loved her cultural studies and would try to convince disinterested family members to pick up a Conrad or a Dickens. She was over the moon when one day her class was assigned A Walk with the Japanese Ghosts of Beirut. She wouldn’t stop talking about it for months. “No, of course he isn’t as great as Conrad,” I once heard her say, “but his next book will be. Just you wait. He’s writing a masterpiece.”


She used her afternoons to visit family, play cards with friends, and—what brought her the most joy—babysit her grandchildren. She couldn’t abide being alone, so she stuffed her life with people. If she wasn’t with people, she was on the phone. She believed mobile phones were invented with her in mind. She was happy. She was independent for the first time in her life, and after spending so many years as a subaltern to an incompatible husband, she flourished. He left her nothing other than the apartment we grew up in, his gas-guzzling, exhaust-pipe-missing junker of a car, and a few thousand dollars in their bank account. He would have spent that money had he known he was going to die from a heart attack that sunny day in June.


But her inheritance didn’t last because, you should know, my brother was a dick, and always had been.


Sometime in 2012, I received a call from my brother, seemingly in a panic. Could he talk to me in confidence? Could he rely on me not to share what he was about to tell me with anyone, not my mother, not his wife, not anyone? Sure, I said, not thinking much about it. His secrets, like him, were boring.


He needed money, obviously. I couldn’t imagine him asking me for any other kind of help. I’d been expecting the call for quite a few years. He wouldn’t specify how much he needed at first. I assumed that was because he didn’t know how much I had in my bank account. My secrets were more interesting than his.


He was in trouble, he bleated, deep trouble. He was whisking his family out of the country, couldn’t risk lingering in Beirut. He gave his notice at the clinic, but he already had a job lined up in Dubai, because, you know, dentists were in demand. He’d already sold his apartment and both their cars.


That was fast, I said. What good fortune to have found buyers so quickly!


Why did he have to disappear? Loan sharks, yes, loan sharks. My first thought was that at least the lie was original. He must have thought hard to come up with it, or maybe his wife did. He told me he had borrowed money from a usurer, feeling certain he would be able to pay it back not just promptly, but ahead of schedule even. Things fell apart, though. He hadn’t realized how these people operated. I wouldn’t believe it if he told me. Now, they were threatening him and his family. It would have been acceptable if he was the one being imperiled, but they were going to come after his kids. That would not do. Could I loan him some money?


My brother was as transparent as a piece of glass, only not as smart.


No, I said. I heard his shock behind the momentary silence. I did not mention that if the situation was reversed, he wouldn’t give a single penny or pence or piastre, that he had lied to me, and about me, more times than an accountant could count. I didn’t bring up that when one of his sons was five, he called me an ass, and when I asked him why he did that, he said everyone in his family called me an ass at home. I did not tell my witless brother that we haven’t had a meaningful conversation ever. I didn’t say any of that. I said no.


I disliked my brother. He loathed me.


When I was four, seven-year-old Farouk told me that when I, a newborn, was brought home for the first time and placed in the crib that once belonged to him, he had tried to strangle me in my sleep. Every night, he told me, when he and baby me were left in our room with the lights out, he would get out of bed, walk over to my crib, extend his hands through the bars, and strangle me. You wouldn’t die, he told me.


He was always a failure. He was always a liar. He was always a pig.


When we were younger, he wore the look of a prize pig; when he grew up, a defeated one, having lost the prize along the way.


I could imagine the discombobulation of his porcine brain trying to digest my rejection over the phone. But, but, but, you gave mother twenty thousand to get her face done. This was more important. This was an emergency. He was flabbergasted when I did not budge.


I should have told my mother right then and there. It might not have changed anything, but my telling her could have been a warning, preparation for what was to come. He told her the loan shark fabrication, but with her, he held a better hand. He was leaving the country and wouldn’t be able to return, and he was taking her grandchildren. He was her eldest. She was blind to his mediocrity and his failings. She loved him absolutely and his children even more. She couldn’t bear the idea of losing them. Yes, she told him, she would give him whatever she had. She would sell her apartment, her only home since she got married, sell the junker, close out her bank account. He could have all that.


But then she shocked him by demanding that she emigrate with them. She would have no home, nowhere to live, no family without him and his kids. They must take her. He hadn’t thought through his plan because, you know, he’s not terribly bright (I know I’ve mentioned this more than once, but trust me, it bears repeating). Maybe he expected her to move in with her sister and be taken care of by her. Maybe he thought she’d move in with me. But there was only one deal she was willing to make. She’d give him everything, never thinking about me. He could take all she had, but he had to take her as well, since she would have nothing left. My mother loved him so. She sold everything, even the furniture. My duplicitous brother had her ship the Persian carpets—because they would look good in the apartment in Dubai—but not my mother’s adored sixteen-seat dining room table that had been in her family for generations. She should sell it, he told her, there was no time for sentimentality.


I knew something was wrong as soon as she called, announcing she wished to visit me. My mother never did that. One of my pet peeves was that she showed up at my apartment whenever she pleased, any day, any time. My apartment was one street over from hers, a five-minute walk, and she used that as a reason to drop in, to check in on me, as she liked to say. When I’d complain, she’d insist she need not change her behavior, since I rarely had any visitors.


That day, she didn’t use her key, but rang the doorbell. I practically had to pick myself off the floor to answer. Who was this woman before me? I asked her what was going on, but she wanted to have coffee first before we talked. She didn’t even berate me for not having had the kettle brewing before her arrival. Head bowed, her eyes looking at her next step, she slow-walked into the kitchen like a wounded animal, dragging not a limb but her whole body. She wore black, a dress I hadn’t seen since my father’s mourning period. I thought she was going to tell me she had cancer or something equally horrific.


We faced each other across the speckled-top kitchen table, perfectly black coffee in tiny white cups, which both of us were unable to pick up with shaky hands. I had to be gentle; she seemed more fragile than the porcelain.


She told me in a muffled voice that she sold everything and was leaving.


“What the hell?” I yelled. “Are you insane? You fell for his lies again. I can’t believe this.”


“You don’t understand.” She wouldn’t look at me, kept staring at the coffee, which was slowly dissipating heat and losing vitality. A crack of light seeping from the kitchen window’s tie-up curtain fell on her hand like an annunciation.


“Of course I understand,” I railed. “And so do you. He wants what he cannot have. Ever since I can remember, he’s lived as if the world owed him. He uses people, and you let him.”


She still wouldn’t look at me. I had to stand up and turn my back to her. I didn’t want her to see my face in such agitation. I stomped to the sink, dumping the coffee without having had a single sip. I couldn’t figure out which made me rage more, that my brother was destroying her life or that he, like my irksome father, could turn her, my oak, into a simpering willow.


“I can’t let you go,” I said. “No, you will not go. I won’t allow it.”


I didn’t have to turn around to face her. I heard the chair slide on the linoleum. She had to regain her full height for what was to come.


“I don’t need your fucking permission, you little shit.”


“That’s because you’re stupid.”


We both swiveled to confront each other with only enough space between us for accusing fingers. I could smell her amber and orange flower body lotion, the scent of sumac under her fingernails. She glared at me. Luckily, she had to do so while looking up because she was shorter than me. Not by much, but in war, every inch mattered. And into the spiral we dove.


“You’re the one who’s stupid,” she yelled. “Not me.”


“You’re so stupid. Even this coffee cup is smarter than you.”


“I can’t believe I raised such a stupid son.”


“You did raise a stupid son and you’re following his stupid braying all the way to the stupid city of Dubai. I can’t believe you bought the loan shark story.”


“Not all of us can afford to be as cynical as stupid you. Fuck your mother. Now, this stupid coffee is cold. Make me another stupid cup. I can’t believe you talk to your mother this way. May your house crumble. Do you have anything to eat in your stupid refrigerator? You made me hungry.”


She turned to the fridge, and I turned toward the burner with a new kettle.


“I can’t even smell the cardamom in your coffee,” she bellowed into the coolness of the freezer section, “which means you’re buying cheap beans again.” Her bony behind showed from behind the refrigerator door. “Just because you prefer drinking tea doesn’t mean I have to suffer.”


“Don’t change the stupid subject.”


“Oh, heaven. Is this okra stew? Do you have rice, or must I eat it straight out of the pot? How come you’re never prepared for your mother’s visits?”


“Well, we no longer have to worry about that, now do we?”


The riceless microwaved okra stew was dutifully massacred. She dabbed her lips with her handkerchief. Before her I placed another cup of Turkish coffee, hot enough to send bandeaus of translucent smoke reeling upward. She explained her closing of bank accounts. Her home was sold to a nice couple with three children, which the apartment needed. She felt it was a family home, not that of a single woman. And the couple was nice enough to buy most of the furniture in the apartment. She’d wanted to sell everything inside for one price, but Farouk refused, itemizing and pricing everything, including the silverware.


“How could you sell everything?” I asked. “Did you not consider I might want something?”


“Of course not,” she said. “You wouldn’t want anything of mine. You’re so peculiar. Look at this place. It’s so spare, nothing is out of place. If you add anything here, you might have a heart attack and the whole building might collapse from shock.”


“You so love to exaggerate, don’t you?”


My dull-witted brother was organizing the move, the sales, the financing. By the time they were to leave in seven days, my mother’s home would no longer belong to her, and no trace of her would remain in her homeland. My brother had at first wanted to travel with the truck carrying their belongings, but his wife convinced him it was a bad idea. I wondered whether he mentioned this to my mother hoping for her to suggest that she ride with the truck.


“How are they fitting everything in one truck?” I asked. “Is the idiot too cheap to hire two? Your table alone might take up the entire space.”


“We’re not taking the table,” she said, in a surprisingly nonchalant tone. She sipped her coffee, looking up at the ceiling as if having a chat with God, a divine klatch. “It’s old and falling apart. The owners didn’t want it at first, but Farouk gave them a deal, just three hundred dollars for the table and chairs. I have a feeling they might keep some of the chairs and use the table for firewood, which is a shame if you ask me. I know it’s not worth much, but it’s oddly charming.”


“You sold the table?” I must have sounded severe because she recoiled, her starched face momentarily static, her hair melding into the chairback, her eyes screaming in alarm. “How could you?”


Her hand jerked, almost spilling coffee on her black sweater. It took her a second to gather her composure and put the cup back onto its saucer. “We couldn’t take it with us. Farouk didn’t want it, neither did my sister. Selling it was the only option.”


“No, it wasn’t the only option. I’ll take it.”


“You can’t,” she said. Her voice trembled like a trapped insect. “Where will you put it?” She sipped the remaining coffee with wobbly deliberation.


“Here,” I said. “I’ll use it instead of this one.”


“Stop it,” she said. “It wouldn’t fit. The apartment is small as it is. Kitchen and living room in an open space. Put that table here, and you’d hardly be able to move around.”


“That’s my problem, not yours. I want our table. It’s part of my family. Did you forget I danced naked on it once? Do you remember? Farouk couldn’t wait until Father came home so he would spank me.”


“Of course I remember,” she said.


“I want the table.”


“No,” she said. She seemed to be wilting once again before my eyes, folding hedgehoglike into herself. “You can’t. I won’t let you do this to yourself. It would ruin this apartment and all the work you did on it. You must stop living in the past. Time to move on.”


She’d regressed to the whispering, the inability to look anywhere but downward, the slumped shoulders. Sometimes, it took me a while to figure out what was happening before my unseeing eyes.


“Why are you so stupid?” I yelled, standing up. “I want the stupid table.”


“You’re the stupid one,” she yelled, standing up. “You can’t have the stupid table.”


I walked to the cabinet where I stored the can of Danish cookies, opened it, and removed three crisp hundred-dollar bills. I slapped them on the table. “Here’s the money for the stupid table, three hundred dollars. I want my table.”


“I will not take your money, you little shit,” she said.


“It’s not for you,” I said. “It’s for my stupid brother. I don’t want him to ever think I owe him anything. And I’m not going to pay more for it. You two were willing to let it go for three hundred so that’s the price. I’ll pay to transport it over here and that’s it. It’s my stupid table now.”


“I won’t allow you to talk about your stupid brother this way,” she said, as she grabbed the bills and stuffed them in her pocket. “You’re such an ungrateful son. The table is going to ruin this place, and you’re going to break your neck trying to maneuver your pudgy ass around it every time you walk from the sofa to the kitchen. You’re so stupid. You want the table, you can have it. I can’t wait to visit from my comfortable home in Dubai and watch your bounteous behind stuck in one of these corners. ‘Help me, help me, I can’t move. My mother was right. I shouldn’t have brought this humongous table into my tiny apartment, but I was stupid and obstinate.’ You’ll have to butter the walls so your ass can slide across. Stupid you. I’m emigrating to Dubai, and you’re going to miss me so much you’re going to be crying like a stupid baby for months. You should go back to wearing mascara so you can email me photos of you looking like a sad clown with dark streaks on your cheeks. Fuck your mother. I’m leaving now.”


And off to Dubai she went.


Now, you might rightly ask why I would want the table. Let me tell you. It was true what my mother said at the time, that it was too big. What need would I have for a sixteen-seat table when I scarcely had any visitors? The largest number of people I’d ever had at one time in my apartment was five, and that happened once, maybe twice. The table was so immense that if I needed to walk from my living room to the kitchen, I had to squeeze my butt between it and the wall, sliding crablike. I’ve had to have two sets of cleaning utensils—two mops, two pails, two squeegees—one for the kitchen, and one for the rest of the house. To open one of the windows, I would have to either crawl on the table or get to it by going out to the veranda. The monstrosity swallowed any sense my apartment might have had. Feng shui turned to folly. But what can I say, I loved it. Our history was carved into it. My mother was right in that I enjoyed living in the days of yesteryear, though unlike her, I realized a while ago I need not suffocate under the swaddle of my past. I could and did leave some of it behind. I had so much of it after all.


That stupid table meant the world to me.


And it did to my mother as well. When her grandfather Melhem, the village carpenter, wanted to marry my great-grandmother Nazek, he realized his modest lifestyle might not impress his future in-laws. He was wrong—no one in the village owned anything of any significance, not land or houses, maybe a cow or a mule, a goat or some sheep. They were all mountain peasants. My mother’s generation was the first to go to school, the first literate one. In any case, her grandfather wanted to show his intended wife and her family where he wished to be, not where he was. He carved this table by hand, beginning it in early summer, but unable to finish it before the rains arrived. That thing didn’t fit into any of the two rooms of his house. Like Monet—the painter, not my troublemaking cat—he worked on his masterpiece en plein air. He did try to varnish it as he worked but wasn’t able to halt the water damage. Continent-like stains, as well as island archipelagos, bloomed on various locations. He tried painting the table white before presenting it to his wife, but, thankfully, he wasn’t a good painter. Snow-colored chips began to flake off within less than a year and he had to strip off the paint, restoring it to its original disaster, the greatest dining table ever created.


It spent at least two and a half years outdoors because my great-grandfather Melhem was married quite a long time before he was able to add an extension to the two-room house that could accommodate such a colossus. My kitchen cum dining table lived with nothing between it and the stars, lived happily in the mountains for a while, but, obviously, it wasn’t an ever after—a full happily ever after is unthinkable in Lebanon. After the three contiguous catastrophes, the last days of Ottoman rule, the First World War, and the famine, my mother’s family felt it had no choice but to follow the village river all the way down to its death and dissolution in Beirut.


Now, when a caterpillar is ready for the pupa state, it builds a silky cocoon or shiny chrysalis around itself and begins to dissolve into soup—the brain, the body, the whole thing turns to soup. After a while, this soup reconstitutes itself into a splendid butterfly or maybe a pesky moth that would live out its short life trying to fuck a light. What I had always found incredible was that if you trained a caterpillar to do a certain thing, then the butterfly would remember how to do that thing, even though the caterpillar’s brain and nervous system had dissolved and gone through a soup process. So, when my mother’s family tumbled into Beirut leaving their ancestral village behind, they may have lived city lives, may have worked at city jobs, but even after that miraculous transformation, they remained peasants. And I, an heir to all their genes, to all the soup, that is.


My mother once told me she’d inherited the table—and not her sister or brother, who were both older—because she’d always loved it, but also because her family understood before she did that she’d married a miser. My mother swore that all through her marriage, and for a few years after she was widowed, she wouldn’t allow herself even a mildly negative thought of my father. It was only after she moved in with me that she began to entertain the possibility that he might not have been the perfect husband for her, and a bit later realized he might not have been the perfect husband for anybody. Her horrid experience in Dubai might have had something to do with the awakening.


She had left for Dubai, and her first return visit back to Beirut, for her brother’s funeral, would not be before a full fourteen months had passed. That was the longest time we’d been apart. She called regularly from Dubai, every few days or so, and sounded all right on the phone—not exactly happy, but all right. She knew just the right amount of cheer to use on me, and I, Gullible Raja, believed her. Maybe I did because I desperately wanted to, maybe because I lacked the necessary imagination to understand what my brother and his wife were willing to put her through, or how my mother could let them do those things. She was always inexplicably timid when dealing with my father or brother. It did not occur to me that my heartless brother would have her on an even stricter budget than my father ever did. She was allowed no money for anything, since my brother and his wife were offering room and board. Every time I would ask on the phone whether she was coming to visit, she’d come up with one excuse after another: The grandchildren needed her tutoring, her daughter-in-law needed an appendectomy, trivial things like that. It was when I saw her walk out through the automatic doors at the airport that I understood she wasn’t doing all right. I tried various ways to get her to tell me what was going on, but she deflected all. She stayed with me for only four days, to attend the funeral and obsequies, but had to return quickly because she was needed. My brother and his family couldn’t come to the funeral because they were so busy, avoiding loan sharks, one presumed, and they certainly couldn’t make do without her.


Like most people, I have many regrets, but not recognizing what was going on, not inveigling her to tell me, might be the top of the list—well, maybe top five, or maybe top ten. I’ve screwed up quite a bit.


Her sister passed away five months later, and that time she couldn’t make the funeral, which boggled my mind. She gave some idiotic excuse. She was needed to drive the kids to school or something like that, and she’d already called her nieces and nephews offering condolences. I tried to buy her ticket, but she wouldn’t budge—she just wouldn’t.


Almost two years into her stay, she was able to convince my brother to let her take classes again. There was some organization run by and for Lebanese expats called Université pour tous that offered continuing education classes in French. She called the admissions office to register. The director herself talked to her, telling my mother she had been one of my brats some twenty years earlier. I was her favorite teacher, she said, but unfortunately, she couldn’t let my mother take any of the classes because her French wasn’t good enough. My mother broke down, that being the final affront. I happened to call her the next day, and for the first time since she moved, she didn’t hold back, letting loose with a barrage. She wailed over the phone, told me my brother and his wife were treating her like a maid, they didn’t allow her use of the cars unless they needed her to drive their kids somewhere, that they forced her to wash all the pots and pans even though they had a dishwasher because they thought the machine would ruin them. She spent most days by herself. She sometimes went for a week or so without leaving the apartment. Her room had hardwood floors, pine paneling on the walls, and wooden beams on the ceiling. It looked and felt like a sauna. She was suffocating. In between sobs she would ask why a modern apartment in the desert had beams as if it was some chalet in the Alps. She hated everything. Nothing in her life was working. And the worst part was my brother and his wife no longer allowed her to dye her hair because it cost too much and they told her she was too old to worry about her vanity.


“Bastards,” I yelled into the phone.


“And now I’m told my French isn’t good enough. I can’t take it anymore.”


“Don’t do anything crazy,” I said.


“Oh, I can’t kill them,” she said, “as much as I want to. I must think of the children.”


I told her to pack her bags. I called the airline and bought her a first-class ticket to Beirut whose price included a limousine to pick her up. I couldn’t rely on the stupids to drive her. I then called the director, my old student, yelling at her for thirty minutes. She didn’t dare hang up on me. She kept trying to convince me that my mother’s French was not good enough because their classes were sometimes taught by French expats. I told her she should change the organization’s name to Université pour la haute bourgeoisie and hung up. I hoped I was no longer her favorite teacher.


When I saw my mother at the airport, rolling her baggage cart, showing wide strips of white hair on each side of her part, I realized that the next time I saw my stupid brother, I would kill him. With my bare hands.


And you need not worry. I wouldn’t see him again. I refused to talk to him, let alone get together with him.


I believe the first time she considered that her husband might not have been an ideal one happened after about a week. She and I had spent that week in shock, trying to come to terms with the fact that she, I, and the dining table were going to be stuck together in my compact apartment for the rest of our lives, neither one of us having ever imagined we would be there. I’d left home as soon as I graduated college at twenty-one, wanting to break any reliance on my parents. And now here we were. She and I had exhausted ourselves, moving things around the apartment to accommodate her and her meagre possessions, never stopping for fear of having to talk about how we ended up in that situation. Standing at the kitchen counter building sandwiches for our dinner, her back to me, she looked up at the disappearing sun in the window, and mused, “I guess he didn’t make my life comfortable.”


I wasn’t sure what she was talking about and told her so.


“Your father,” she said, not looking back. “I’m talking about your father. I always thought he, unlike most other husbands I knew, worked hard to make my life comfortable. I no longer do. He was a bit selfish.”


“A bit?” I asked. “You think he was only a bit selfish?”


“Why do you have to exaggerate all the time? Always drama. What was your first drag name again?”


She knew the answer, so I wasn’t going to give her the pleasure of my reply.


“Hyperbolea, yes, that’s it. The Geisha Hyperbolea, always and forever.”


That was not exactly true. My first drag name was the Geisha Steatopygia, but that didn’t last more than a week or two since no one knew the word and I would have had to explain. I soon transformed into the Geisha Hyperbolea, who had a longer incarnation than her predecessor, the poor Steatopygia.


I should have been more upset with her insults. I should have yelled at her. Though I made sure not to show it, I was pleased she was recuperating, rebirthing herself back to the mother I knew. But it would take another month or so for Zalfa the Indomitable to return to me. I was coming home from work, having had another exhausting class with my brats. I tried to come into the apartment as quietly as possible to lie down on my bed for a few minutes before having to face anyone—well, having to face my mother. I was about to walk into my room when I heard soft sniffles in the kitchen. I looked in on her, realized it was no mere sniffling. She was weeping, slumped on the giant table, her head resting on her forearm. I asked if she was all right, surprising her upright.


“Yes, I’m doing fine,” she said, “but your father was a dick.”


“You don’t have to tell me.”


“And your brother is a dick too.”


“You should try telling him,” I said. “You’d feel better, believe me. Do what I did. Call him and tell him he’s a charmless, heartless, witless, withered soul of a person who suffers from social halitosis and then hang up on him. It’s like filling your heart with helium that will lift it up to the skies. Try it.”


“Oh, shut up. You don’t understand anything.” She shook a forefinger at me, and then both hands. “Now, come squeeze your big butt through here and sit next to me. We should talk, and I don’t want to do it from so far away.” And she was back, my mother, who could metamorphose from tearful to imperious in less time than it took for anyone to say What the hell. “See, if you had a skinny ass like mine, you’d be able to maneuver around the table easier, but you have a fat ass. Don’t look at me that way. I’m not saying you’re fat, just that your ass is.”


She proceeded to set the conditions of our living together. She would try to respect the fact that it was my apartment, but she couldn’t guarantee it, since, you know, she was my mother. She was going to do all the cooking because everyone knew I wasn’t the best cook. She would oversee food shopping because I didn’t care for quality as much as she. Cleaning, we could both do, ditto for laundry, but she was not going to wash my underwear. She was over washing men’s underwear. Maybe I could hire a part-time housecleaner. The Japanese mahogany lintel I’d placed on the table must go. She didn’t care where I put it. It was pretty and all that, but who would place a part of a door as a centerpiece? No, only flowers in a nice vase go on the table. And the coup de grâce: She didn’t think it was right for her to keep asking me for money, and no, she couldn’t possibly be given an allowance. What was I thinking? She was no child, no teenager. I had to give her access to my bank account—the checking account, not my savings account, at least not yet.


To this day, I’m not sure how or why I agreed to her conditions, and so easily. I didn’t argue. I didn’t mention that I was the one being inconvenienced. I didn’t bring up the fact that I was saving her from the horrible choices she’d made, from how terribly she was treated, from the humiliating life she was living. I agreed. I moved the lintel to my bedroom. She had been so oppressed with gloom in that fake shiny city. I couldn’t bear it.


Now, where was I?


So, my mother moved in with me in 2014 or maybe the beginning of 2015. I remember it was winter, a heavy rainstorm sopping and mopping the streets of Beirut. Surprisingly, we adjusted to living together well and rather quickly. Our temperaments were supposed to be incompatible. I loved quiet, and she hated it. She hated being alone, and I loved it. We adjusted. I had to adapt more. She was used to living with others, whereas I hadn’t in years. She was supposed to be habituated to compromise. In the end, we were able to live together because we both understood that if we did what she wanted, we would both be happier. That was not to say I kowtowed to her every whim. I had some boundaries, which she crossed every now and then, claiming that at her age, she couldn’t be expected to remember where the lines were drawn. Some rules were not to be broken: She couldn’t have too many friends over at the same time, and my father’s family were not allowed anywhere near my home, particularly Aunt Yasmine. My mother could visit her as often as she wished, but my father’s evil sister wasn’t allowed to pass under our lintel. I still carried the childhood scars of all our battles, the ones I was forced to engage in and those I avoided.


We lived at peace for a few years, only one fight every week or so, or maybe it seemed harmonious compared to what was to happen after. Self-delusion was our sustenance. Not just the two of us, but the whole country. Living under avaricious and murderous governments that had replaced other avaricious and murderous governments, bordered by more avaricious and murderous governments, denial of reality became a mode of survival. I’d return home after a rough day with my brats to find my mother playing cards with three or four of her friends, only able to sit at a right angle at the giant table since one side was pushed against the wall. She would have a snack waiting for me at the kitchen’s end of the table. The ladies would giggle as I maneuvered across to get the sandwich. Among her usual guests at least two or three wouldn’t be able to squeeze through to the kitchen. And of course, my mother would lie, telling them how hard we worked to get the table moved, how much we both loved it, and that soon we would have it sanded and varnished to regain the freshness it never had. We spent our evenings reading or watching bad television shows on pirated stations. She couldn’t tear herself away from series that always ended with justice triumphant. At dinners, she’d force me to tell her about my day. I couldn’t get out of that no matter how hard I tried. She made me break one of my steadfast rules, telling her about my brats. My mother missed her calling. She would have had a remarkable career as a manager of a black site. She used enhanced interrogation techniques that were more sophisticated than anything developed by the CIA. Never had I ever spoken to anyone about my students outside of school, never mentioned any names or repeated what happened in my classes. My mother finagled her way into getting to know what happened with every brat. Professional boundaries be damned, she couldn’t fathom why I would wish to have any. Worse, she sometimes knew who the brats’ parents were or their grandparents and was more than willing to tell me all the family gossip she’d heard. By the second year, she wanted us to save time by my handing over the roster. She, on more than one occasion, wanted me to invite the classes for dinner so she could meet them. I was strong enough to not allow that.


We thought we were happy, or at least content, before the first disaster struck—a Lebanese disaster, mind you, not some European or American one, like when the Dow Jones loses a hundred points, Facebook goes down for a day, or a ninetysomething-year-old monarch passes away and football games are canceled.


Lebanon is a nation of thieves; what the eye sees the hand filches. In the fall of 2019, news began to leak that the Lebanese banks had run out of money. Why? Because members of all branches of the government had been stealing everything. Lebanon had been run by mafias for generations, devouring all, budding twigs and dry, the whole tree even. Hume once said avarice spurs industry. I can’t speak for the rest of the world, but in my country, avarice spurs nothing but a more wanton avarice. A collusion between the government, the central bank, and the big banks had been a giant Ponzi scheme with our savings. Once the mafiosos ran out of money to siphon off, they went for the reserves, emptying the deposits of the national bank. The savings of every Lebanese—every Lebanese who wasn’t a criminal hiding money abroad—disappeared. The government would tell us the money wasn’t gone, no sirree, the banks were holding it for us. We couldn’t withdraw any of it because, you know, there was no cash anywhere. And there I go again, exaggerating. Everyone who had money in the bank could withdraw the equivalent of $100 a week . . . no, $100 a month . . . no, the equivalent of $50 a month. My mother refused my giving her an allowance since she wasn’t a child. Well, our government considered us all children.


It took a little bit of time for us to figure out what happened, or for me at least. Our pilfering government trickletruthed us. The process of realizing that my savings were gone lasted a month or so, yet it felt sudden. In one instant, I lost everything, wiped out. Before I could do anything, before I could take a breath, I was done. I had lost a future. Whatever dream I had for my retirement, every image I had of myself past that moment, of myself to come, was disappeared. What was mine no longer belonged to me. Now, I was one of the fortunate ones, blessed, in fact. I had a job, and unlike those of most of my compatriots, my job would end up paying me in dollars.


As I watched my country implode, as the currency devalued at a vertigo-inducing rate, I kept trying to convince myself I was lucky. I tried to convince my mother. She would have none of it.


While I grieved for a lost future, my mother sought retribution and redress.


For the weeks that the banks wouldn’t open, she roamed the apartment, imprecating vengeance upon every politician in Lebanon, upon the head of every banker, every militia leader, every mafioso. She wouldn’t calm down. School had started again, and I would leave for work with her yelling at the ceiling and return to her yelling at the light fixtures. How dare they steal an eighty-one-year-old woman’s savings? She was a widow and a grandmother. She almost slapped me when I tried to joke it was my savings that were gobbled up, not hers. I tried sitting her down and explaining that we would be all right, that I might not be making a lot of money, but I made enough for both of us to keep going. We just had to cut out a few things. We couldn’t go out to eat, which we never did anyway. We couldn’t go on a holiday, which we seldom did in any case. Basically, we would get by. She called me stupid, of course. What would happen were I to lose my job, if the school couldn’t pay me any longer? It wasn’t as if she could start working at her age. She insisted we were screwed. I worried that this anger and anxiety might generate cardiac issues.
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