

[image: Cover]




[image: Title]




All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.


ISBN: 978-1-4835895-4-1




Author’s Note


This novel is inspired by true events. Although it is written in the style of a memoir, I have taken considerable liberties of storytelling. Any resemblance between the characters and events in my story and those in real life are coincidental and not intended to reflect on past occurrences or individuals.
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Chapter One


Mexico City and Cairo, the 1950s



Tobacco smoke infused the ground floor below like a dense fog. It was around ten at night, and my twelve-year-old sister Nayla and I were supposed to be in bed, fast asleep. Instead, we hid behind the rails of the staircase that led to the second-floor bedrooms. I was then eight years old. Perched in the dark on the carpeted vantage point, we watched the players seated at a round, green-felted poker table in the center of the living room.


Ten days earlier, we had relocated to Mexico City and were now living at the beautiful embassy there. My father, Ambassador Kamal Rahmani, was the ambassador from Lebanon. His post to Mexico followed on the heels of three years in Moscow just after World War II, my father’s first ambassadorship. Posts were two to three years in one country, then off to another more prominent post. Given the low level of diplomatic activity between tiny Lebanon and the mighty Soviet Union, that first post held little stature. It traditionally served to launch a new Ambassador into the diplomatic corps.


Our Moscow years, ending in early 1952, not long after the war, were difficult. People lined up for hours in the extreme cold of Russia’s capital city to buy a loaf of bread and a single potato. The desolation and stench of death was all prevalent. I remember my freezing hands as I stood with my mother and sister staring at the long lines, perhaps thinking how lucky we were to be getting our daily needs through the State Department.


The move to Mexico was compensation for enduring those years in war-ravaged Russia. The first thing the wealthy expat Lebanese community did was to give my dad a Cadillac Eldorado as a welcoming gift, which he displayed proudly in front of the Lebanese Embassy, a stately three-story affair, with Embassy and Consular offices on the third floor.


Embers crackled in the fireplace downstairs; the smoky room smelled of cigarettes and cigars and was filled with four greedy men and my mother, Adele Rahmani. Those men were not that greedy—not like corporate titans might be greedy—but they played and hankered loudly at every turn of the cards. As I watched from between the banister rails, I wanted to hold my own hand of cards and wage war with live chips, not like the fake money Nayla and I used.


I was already ensnared in the sticky and hardly noticeable silk lines of the spider’s web—my family’s entanglements with gambling. I can’t think of a reason why I recalled this particular experience this clearly. And yet, it remains deeply entrenched in my mind.


Alcohol, tobacco, and a good game of poker were my parents’ and their friends’ sugar. I had already figured that out. This was what my parents did every night, and I was the hidden sixth person around the green felt.


One of those men was my father. I spotted his imposing Montecristo cigar balanced idly on the rim of a large ashtray next to his pile of chips.


“Two pairs!” yelled one of the men, disturbing the plume of smoke.


“Shit,” said another as he tossed his cards in disgust, spinning them with the flip of his wrist.


A wide smile formed on the face of the man with the beard. “Three deuces,” he said smugly, snapping down his hold cards on the table with his large thumb. He puffed his chest gleefully.


The last man, my father, stroked his chin.


“What does he have?” I whispered to my sister. I was yearning to see him round up the pile of poker chips mounded in the center of the green felt. She didn’t care, not like I did. She was content with our daily card games that included a few hands of poker.


“When he rubs his chin he loses,” she murmured, her hand cupped around her mouth.


“No, when he rubs his chin he wins,” I insisted, my voice a bit too loud as I studied the action below.


“Quiet!” Nayla warned. “No one wins all the time.”


“Yes, he does,” I glared at my sister.


As she shifted, the tread where she sat creaked. We crouched lower, bug-eyed and silent, thinking we would be caught at any moment. And then we heard our father’s voice boom, “Three eights!” He lifted himself slightly off the chair, and with outstretched arms, he raked in the rich pot with both hands.


“Yes!” I cheered, looking at Nayla triumphantly.


“Oh, be quiet.” Now peeved, she had lost patience with me.


But I didn’t care as I watched the orange flames cast ominous shadows across the room. Through the subtle movements—a hand won, a hand lost—the shadows bounced like dark puppets of the gamblers’ alter egos, maniacal, but all in supposed good fun. The fire popped, startling Nayla and me. We jumped, then laughed quietly—generations blending.
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I am Rudi Rahmani, son of Ambassador Kamal Rahmani and Adele Rahmani. Most people, including my sisters and Mom, called me Rudi, though not my father. He and his closest friends referred to me by my formal name, Rushdi.
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Our time in Mexico City ended and we were on to Cairo in the early spring of 1954, my father’s most prestigious post yet. I was ten, and my sister Nayla was fourteen. She and I first discovered Cairo hand in hand in the carefree days of our first two years there. The effusive Brits were still in control, which to everyone’s horror, wouldn’t last much longer. The era of Gamal Abdel Nasser was upon us. By the fall of 1956, all we could do was clasp tightly together. Our apprehensions reflected our parents’ visible anxieties. Nasser’s goons now swarmed every street corner in Cairo, confiscating goods and monies from ordinary citizens whenever they could.


My parents’ newest and closest Egyptian friends, the Zakis—the Pasha Jihad Zaki and his ebullient wife Edyth—had cautiously tucked away their Bentley for fear of attracting the thugs who made up Nasser’s secret police.


Not long after Nasser’s frenzied surge, there was a nondescript car parked in the courtyard outside the Embassy entrance—the doorway where the green cedar tree of the Lebanese flag waved in a gentle breeze. The unflappable Marcus sat in the front seat. He would remain with the Zakis for the next three decades, first through the Pasha’s migration to Paris and London, and then beyond with the Pasha’s son, my soon-to-be dear friend Omar, in New York.


I watched the car from the large dining room window of the Embassy’s ground floor. My nine-month-old German Shepherd, Dax, flapped his tail at my legs, wanting to see what I was watching. A few months earlier, a Lebanese family friend had given us the pup as a gift. Since then, Dax and I were inseparable. I didn’t know Omar then, but I noticed his smaller frame sitting barely fifteen yards from me. The woman from the rear seat had already stepped into the Embassy, a compound that spanned an area the size of a football field.


People entered the courtyard through a two-door steel gate and a manned kiosk bearing the national red, green, and white colors of Lebanon. The gatekeeper, Ahmad, had a marked fear of dogs, yet Nayla and I often took Dax there. We teased him by throwing a ball into the kiosk, followed by Dax and the ensuing havoc. Once Dax was under control, the three of us bellowed with laughter, though Ahmad’s laughter was constrained. I guessed that he wanted to please us. After indulging in that trick a few times, I realized the extent of his terror. I went to him one day, without Dax, and gave him a small bag of dates filled with nuts, a gift from a family friend. I wanted to make up, and at ten, I didn’t know a better way.


Within the gates, cars circled a rotund landscaped island with a shallow granite pond. The pond, with its center fountain the width of a small car, cascaded water day and night. When we first arrived, my mother took me to buy me goldfish for the pond. They grew over time, and Nayla and I—and occasionally my mother—had great fun watching Dax hover over the pond, splashing the surface of the water with his paws and barking his head off at the fish.


The main embassy building consisted of a large two-story Regency-style house built in the late Victorian era and entirely refurbished in the King Farouk period, post-World War II. The ground floor housed the reception and amenities areas, with bedrooms and private study areas on the second floor. Both the Embassy and Consulate offices were in a smaller, adjacent building adorned with a gold-lettered plaque “Consulate of Lebanon.” The Lebanese Embassy in Cairo was a stunning compound, one that left me with innumerable memories I still cherish, though I often wonder why Omar’s and my parents never introduced us when we were in Egypt. On that day, we were a short stroll apart.


We finally met when our families both relocated to London six years later. Our childhoods were incredibly analogous, and our parents were alike in so many ways. In later years, we compared notes and realized we were like two feluccas—traditional Arabic wooden sailing boats, common in the Red and Mediterranean Seas—sailing past each other before disappearing in the darkness of night. The one difference was that his family had been in Cairo for a decade before we arrived in 1954.


We attended the same school in Cairo, the Victoria College, though at different campuses. As for our parents, they frequented the same gambling clubs of Cairo on a daily basis. It was their pattern for most of their remaining years, not just in Cairo but also in other parts of the Middle East and Europe. If those establishments had been in the habit of dishing out frequent-flier miles, either set of parents could have ended up owning an airline or two.


On the day Omar’s mother came to see my father at the Embassy, Cairo’s relaxed atmosphere was—by now, late 1956—entrenched with a sense of foreboding. People who visited the Embassy kept to themselves and walked resolutely, everyone doing their best to avoid looking others in the eye.


I turned from the window to a 500-piece puzzle sprawled over one side of the eighteen-seat dining room table. The puzzle had been there for two weeks, and my parents had forgotten all about it. That explained why no one bothered to close off the door that separated the dining room from the Embassy’s study. From my vantage point, I could see inside the study and eavesdrop on private conversations.


I had the puzzle almost entirely fitted together when I realized that puzzles were not my cup of tea. I preferred games of cunning and chance, such as poker and pinnacle.


“Come on let’s play,” I would say to Nayla.


“Play what?”


“Poker!” She invariably beat me at poker because I played every single hand, with or without decent cards. I was too impatient to simply wait for the next hand. By the time I reached my twenties, I realized this weakness was characteristic of many gamblers—they can never wait for the right opportunity.


I fiddled with my puzzle unnoticed by anyone. As usual, the demure aroma of my father’s Montecristo cigars permeated the air. I don’t remember a day of my childhood when that restful scent wasn’t in the air around me. In every home in which we lived, it diffused a diffident kind of stillness that was an intricate part of the environment. Whenever I was away from home, I hankered for a whiff of that sedateness, a kind of melancholy I found reassuring, part, I guess, of finding my way under the copious wing of a loving father.


From the dining room, I watched my mother holding the woman in her arms, trying to comfort her. There was sobbing—a quiet, persistent swell of sobbing.


I heard Mom saying, “Whatever it is, you’ll be all right my dear.”


“Adele, I’m so sorry to bring this to you. I’m truly sorry,” and with that she burst out in a long, convoluted howl.


“Shhhh, come on, take it easy, my dear.” Mom was obviously wrestling to find the right words. I was alarmed by the distress in their voices and became conscious of how ugly it would be if they discovered I was at the other side of the half-open door.


I could not see or hear everything from the Embassy’s study that fateful day, but I heard the wailing, interrupted with my parents’ resonant voices, trying to provide solace. At one point, Mom left the room, leaving my father to deal with the woman in private.


Up to that late period in 1956, mine had been a happy life in Cairo. I shared a large room with my sister Nayla with a spacious balcony overlooking the Nile. I remember dancing with Nayla to Chuck Berry’s Maybellene on the radio.



“Maybellene, why can’t you be true?” Nayla had a knack for memorizing song lyrics. She fell in with the voice on the radio naturally.


I tried to imitate her dance moves, feeling awkward at best. She laughed, partly at me, and partly with Chuck Berry. We were having a ball that evening.



“As I was motivatin’ over the hill, I saw Maybellene in a coup de ville, a Cadillac a-rollin’ on the open road, Nothin’ will outrun my V8 Ford…” The open road, fast cars, and rock and roll. Could anything be more uplifting?


As we danced and laughed that night, the earth below us shook. Bedside lamps and other objects fell to the floor. For a split second we thought our prancing caused the ruckus. We hopped frantically into each other’s clutches. We discovered moments later it was much more than a slight rumble. It was one of the worst earthquakes in Cairo’s modern history.


I was relieved, being patently afraid of my father’s rebukes, which were more common than I liked. I was an impulsive child—a trait that too often got me in trouble and nearly had me on my knees in later life.


Once, during a large cocktail party to celebrate the Lebanese Independence Day, I led a couple of friends, along with my dog Dax, on a mischievous mission. We sneaked out to the guests’ cars, put them in neutral, and pushed them around in the front yard. We moved the cars into odd angles, while Dax left his muddy paw prints on the front seats. Their slightly inebriated owners were greatly challenged driving out of the courtyard, confused, and wondering how a dog could have accomplished such a feat.


For this impulsive caper, I was never outed.


I had two other sisters, who both remained in Lebanon when the family moved to Cairo. My middle sister, Lydia, was engaged and soon to marry, while the oldest, Mona, was by then married and the mother of a son. Before her marriage, and because my parents were away most afternoons playing cards, Mona helped raise and mentor me, swamping me with her ever-present warmth and caring. Not that my parents didn’t love me; they did, gushingly. But Mona was always with me until she went off to raise her own family. Tears well up in my eyes all these years later, as I remember my beloved Mona, a PhD in comparative literature from the Sorbonne and a professor at the American University of Beirut for several decades, now passed away. She was a second mother to me when I needed that parental link most. As though fate had great sadness in store for her family, her husband Fareed, a man I adored, was hit by a stray rocket while he was standing in front of the mirror, shaving, one morning in 1975, during the early months of the Lebanese Civil War.


By the time we landed on the scene in 1954, Nasser had already mounted his successful 1952 coup d’état, deposed King Farouk, abolished the monarchy, and established a new republic.


During that initial two-year period, from 1952 to mid-1954, people breathed a sigh of relief. Nasser was entangled in an attempt to consolidate his standing among Egypt’s armed forces. But by 1956, when he emerged, entire communities of middle-class and wealthy people witnessed a fast-acting army colonel who was confident to the point of arrogance. He controlled the armed forces and every part of government’s infrastructure and apparatus. He was a tyrant who embraced communism, transforming Egypt into a brutal police state. He nationalized anything and everything worth its weight in salt, from the countryside to the Suez Canal. He even seized citizens’ bank accounts, personal belongings, and furniture, leaving behind terror.


His takeover of the Suez Canal was the equivalent of a modern-day third-world country like Iran taking over the Straits of Hormuz. Nasser was what Gaddafi aspired to be in a later era, an Arabist with a footprint across the Middle East and North Africa, and a horrendous nuisance for the West.


There was a thriving Jewish community living mostly in Cairo and Alexandria as well as in Beirut, Damascus, Morocco, and other Arab capitals. When Israel was granted independence in 1948, and when the area exploded in the first Israeli–Arab war, many Jewish families left, although those in Egypt mostly stayed until the mid-fifties.


Many of the wealthy Arabs had the foresight to transfer assets routinely in the forties and early fifties to second homelands like Lebanon, Switzerland, and France. They smartly became well established in more than one country. Lebanese and other Arab families who had made vast fortunes in Egypt built summer residences that dotted the hills of Lebanon. They were some of the most beautiful villas in the prosperous suburbs of Beirut.


Others derived a feeling of safety from the large and comfortable British expatriate community in Egypt. England would never let its people down, they reasoned. Besides, England had unparalleled geo-political interests in Egypt. It would never let go of those either, or so it was believed.


But England relinquished their Egyptian interests, and people with such ill-fated visions suffered brutally, their toil of generations crumbling like houses of cards.


The Zakis had a beautiful villa on the hilltops overlooking the Beirut International Airport as well as a large house on Grosvenor Place in London. And yet they fell squarely in the category of those who experienced the full wrath of the iconic, pan-Arab nationalist figure—Gamal Abdel Nasser.


At the time of nationalization, the bulk of Europe’s oil came through the Canal, which was also Britain’s path to East Africa and India.


I have photographs of my father, Kamal Rahmani, presenting his credentials to Nasser as Lebanon’s Ambassador to Egypt when we first arrived. The man was six-feet, four-inches tall, and although my father was a smidgen over six feet, Nasser appeared like a towering giant in the photographs, no doubt the result of the fervent legends that hovered over him.


Looking at those photographs decades later, I realized that my esteem and affection toward my father were comparable to the ups and downs of the stock market—though mostly with an overarching love that always got the better of me. There were times nonetheless when I was mad at him, blaming him for all sorts of gambling-related repercussions. None of my three sisters shared in my harsher feelings toward my parents. I thus had to carve my own way through the myriad of sentiments, frequently with swelling vexation.


There were many high points in Nasser’s career, but none as significant as the Suez Crisis. There were Egyptian Fedayeen—Jihadist—hit-and-run raids on Israel, prompting Prime Minister Ben-Gurion, against the wishes of the United States, to conspire with British Prime Minister Anthony Eden and President Coty of France to mount a full-fledged attack on Egypt. The two European nations, bristling from the nationalization of the Canal and from Nasser’s ongoing courting of the Soviet Bloc, hit Egypt from the air and sea, while Israeli tank brigades came in from the desert.


The die was cast for Egypt’s quick defeat. Had it not been for strong pressure and an ultimatum given first by the Soviet Union to the United States, and then by Eisenhower to the three invaders, the war would have waged much longer. But they were crippled, the rug pulled from under them, forcing a ceasefire and retreat. And although Nasser’s army was by any account crushed, the Arab world perceived him as vanquisher and hero, their only twentieth century hero, and none rising in recent years, either.


The wealthy were singled out for purported national gain as well as for example making. They were interrogated, their homes invaded, their businesses handed over to employees and workers, the deeds for their lands confiscated, and all their other assets appropriated. And when they attempted to leave the country, they were searched inside out for hidden valuables.


For the beleaguered old-wealth aristocrats and nouveau riche business moguls, Nasser’s regimen left no avenues for escape, except perhaps through friends in the diplomatic corps, friends whose diplomatic immunity would prevent them from being searched or ransacked.


In the last of the three years of my father’s Cairo post as Ambassador to Egypt, he was the unhappy recipient of countless requests from wealthy Lebanese and others, pleading—begging, really—to smuggle their valuables in the diplomatic pouch that regularly went back to Lebanon or to carry valuables out of the country for them. He had no choice in the matter. He turned them all down.


All except one, as it turned out.




Chapter Two


Cairo, late 1956



I held Dax by the collar and walked him through the dining room door that led to the scullery next to the kitchen. I worried that he might scamper into the study and reveal my whereabouts to Dad and the woman in his study. I had a good notion that she was Aunt Edyth, although the car in which she arrived—a far cry from the elegant Bentley I associated with her and her husband, the Pasha—left me uncertain. Could it be? Surely Edyth Zaki wouldn’t wail like that in front of her friend, the Ambassador.


I assumed Mom was upstairs by now, so I went up, taking the service staircase that led to the upstairs foyer outside the bedrooms. I made sure Dax stayed close to me. I went straight to Nayla who was slumped on her bed, reading.


“There’s a woman crying with Dad downstairs.”


“What?” She sat up in one deft move.


“I think it’s Aunt Edyth.”


“Aunt Edyth is downstairs?”


“I think it’s her. She was sobbing and moaning. Mom was there too, only a few minutes ago.”


“Where’s Mom now?” Nayla was now at full alert. She wanted reassurances that her kid brother wasn’t simply imagining things.


“She must be in their room. Maybe in the living room.”


That was a period in my sister’s life when she was hooked on Ayn Rand’s The Fountainhead, Atlas Shrugged, and Anthem. At one point she even started imitating the way Dominique Francon of The Fountainhead talked, driving everyone, including me, nuts.


The funny part was that, at one point, she got me absorbed by the story in the Fountainhead, as she recounted it. I wanted to read it as well, except that she wouldn’t let me have her copy and I wasn’t ready to wait until she finished reading it for the second or third time. We ended up ripping the book into pieces. As she finished each chapter, she tore it up and handed it over to me. My dad went bonkers when he got wind of what we’d done.


“Are you crazy?” he yelled, “Whose bright idea was that?”


“I didn’t want to do it,” replied Nayla, “but he wouldn’t wait.”


The jerk threw me under the bus. I’ll make her pay, I thought to myself.


“You both should be ashamed of yourselves,” Dad had that look on his face that spoke of implicit wrath. “You never—ever—destroy a book like that. Do you understand?” Mercifully, this time he was looking at Nayla.


“Yes, Dad,” she muttered, “I’m sorry.”


“Books are to be treasured,” He wouldn’t easily let this go.


Needless to say, we never again tore up a book. In the meantime, I was mad at my sister and deep in schemes of how I’d get back at her.
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We scampered to the upstairs family room where we found Mom bent forward in a chair, her face covered with both hands. She was much distressed, muttering something I couldn’t discern. I had not seen her like that since her mother died a few years earlier.


The first thing she blurted out when we stood by her side was, “I’ll be all right.”


She soon quieted down and looked us each straight in the eye. “Sit,” She pointed at the sofa next to her. Her eyes were gleaming. Had she been crying?


I was instantly teary-eyed, and instead of sitting by Nayla, I nestled up to my mother and put my arms around her waist. She laid an arm on my shoulder.


“I’m going to be very upset if you let Dad know about any of this.” She wagged her index finger at us for added sway.


“What happened?” Nayla asked.


“I think they want us to smuggle some of their valuables out of the country.” She spoke slowly, measuring each word. She seemed openly shaken—and disillusioned. It was clear that she was interpreting things in her mind and talking to us at the same time.


“Who?”


“The Zakis. I can’t believe it.” Her eyes implored, her forehead furrowed, revealing discordant lines of tension. For the well-kept woman that she was, Mom at a usually vigorous forty-three looked worn-out.


“They want your father to take valuables out of the country for them. That’s what I think. You know, jewelry and cash.”


The need for people to scurry out of the country with as many of their valuables as possible was no news to either Nayla or me. Over the last months, we heard many stories like this. In fact, other family friends and acquaintances came to Dad and asked him point blank if he would help. They always put him in a tight spot of having to turn them down. It left him feeling dreadful, given his friends’ suffering and frustration.


“Was that Aunt Edyth?” I still wasn’t sure.


“Yes.”


“Was she crying?” Nayla turned to ask.


“She was completely shattered, the poor woman.” By then I felt Mom tearing up again. It was not common to see Mom that unsettled, and it rubbed off on me instantly. I stood by her chair and started crying. She pulled me closer to her and laid her head on my chest, hugging me tightly.


She then managed to blurt out, “I felt so sorry for her—for the Pasha!”


“What did Dad do?” Nayla and I raised the question in concert.


“I’m not sure.” Our querying made her sit back, disengaging a little from my embrace. It was clear that she thought that the options facing her and Dad were entirely bleak, no matter what Dad did. “Dad wanted to hear Edyth out in private, so I came up here.”


“Can Dad take their stuff out?” Nayla was thinking ahead of me.


“Are you kidding?” Mom nearly squealed. “I don’t want to think of what would happen if he were caught smuggling treasures out of Egypt.” She then sat back on the chair and laid the palm of her hand on her cheek, her anxiety building again.


“But don’t we have diplomatic immunity?” Nayla persisted. “I thought we can’t be searched.”


“Tell that to Nasser’s henchmen!” Mom looked yet more solemn. “You know what? We shouldn’t be talking like this. You never know who’s listening these days.”


She then turned to me and barked, “Get that dog away from me!” Dax was licking at her legs. She usually loved the nine-month-old pup, though obviously not then.
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Unlike my father, who was habitually reserved and often took taciturn stances in family conversations, Mom was more colloquial, ready to engage. When I grew up and started seeing them less frequently, I acquired a skewed view of her as a contrarian, eager to present the opposite side of an argument, quick to postulate on the dark side of the issue. In gabbing about Mom with my sisters—all three of them older than me and presumably wiser—they commonly viewed her as the mother who personified unrestrained affection. End of discussion.


“You take a person as a whole, not in parts,” my eldest sister Mona admonished. “If something bothers you about someone, particularly someone as close to you as Mom, you weigh that against all her good sides.” That had finality written all over it, and I was overruled.


It made me sound as though I didn’t care for Mom, which was untrue. I loved her with all the sincerity I could muster as a youngster, but I did not fear her. If ever I had a worldly concern, I naturally converged on Dad. My father was more thoughtful and could be patient at times, if approached at the right time of day. After lunch was a bad time. He would already be in the trance of the card playing, his thoughts on this indulgence set for later in the afternoon. The same was true with early mornings; that was his time for reading and writing, and for coffee, his cigars, and scanning the newspapers. After that, he would start writing on long legal pads. That period in the morning was strictly out of bounds. The best time to tackle my dad was when he was having his midday cocktail, just before lunch. That was when I could broach any subject and not be chided or criticized. It was also the best time to get money out of him on the simplest pretexts.


“Dad, I need money for a haircut.”


“Okay,” he’d say, “Here’s five.”


“Dad, that’s not enough. I need more.”


“Okay, here’s another ten.”


It was simple, but only when he was having his drink just before lunch.


But there was another side to him. When I did something that irked him, all he had to do was give me that look, like he did when admonishing Nayla and me over The Fountainhead. That terrified me.


The upstairs family room faced west with a view over the outside courtyard. There, a few minutes later, I looked down as the car pulled out of the gate. I wondered if Edyth Zaki was able to conceal her fretfulness from her son Omar or from their driver Marcus.


Dax needed to go outdoors, so I made my way downstairs, hoping to get a glimpse of Dad. He was in his study, though with the door closed, probably smoking one of his long Montecristo cigars and mulling over what was ahead for him—and for the rest of us.


Every time I thought of him with his cigars, it reminded me of pictures I’d seen of Churchill. He too was never to be found without a cigar.
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The Pasha’s family—Jihad, Edyth, and their only son Omar—had migrated from Lebanon to Cairo in 1944, near the end of the war. The Pasha’s father, Omar’s grandfather, had just passed away, leaving them close to two thousand hectares—over five thousand acres—of cotton farmland.


As an infant and the Pasha’s only child, Omar had the ostensible distinction of having sat on the lap of King Farouk of Egypt, and on more than one occasion. The King’s prestige was at its peak in the forties. He had succeeded his father in 1936 and bore the title—accorded him by colonial England—of “His Majesty Farouk 1, by the grace of God, King of Egypt and the Sudan, Sovereign of Nubia, of Kordofan, and of Darfur.” By the time the Zakis arrived in Cairo, the King was known to be, by far, the wealthiest man in the world.


King Farouk often threw extravaganzas in the gardens of his palaces at Giza and Ma’adi, or, when there were important sporting events, at the Gezira (Gazeera) Sporting Club, in the outlandishly opulent Zamalek.


Zamalek was an island in the Nile that lay between downtown Cairo and Giza, home of the great pyramids of Egypt, near the capital city. It was an upscale garden area renowned for its splendid landscaping that housed many embassies and the Gezira Club, an exclusive country club frequented by the upper hierarchies of the Brits. The Brits lived, worked, and colonized Egypt predominantly from that area.


In nineteenth-century North Africa, when the Turks were in control of Egypt and Sudan, it seemed that their Khedive Ismail, the Viceroy, graced the island of Zamalek by building a summer palace for his fourteen wives. It also served as lush accommodation for the Empress Eugenie during the inauguration of the Suez Canal in 1869. This palace became the Marriott Hotel several decades later.


It was always Edyth Zaki who was asked to mastermind such receptions, from devising guest lists, to selecting menus, and organizing decorations and entertainment. She was given complete carte blanche to exercise her judgment as to the extent of pomp and lavishness for a venue.


Edyth was blessed with talents that were surpassed only by an innate grace and elegance, to which men succumbed and which women begrudged. Egypt’s elites at the time viewed her with the reverence usually reserved for a first lady—as did the outspoken King.


It was to such events in the forties that the Zakis took young Omar, at three and four years of age. The King took pleasure in seating him on his lap, as he did his own children.


Apart from being monarch and colonial England’s untouchable protégé, the King was also the patron saint of high-society gamblers in Cairo. There was an empty chair reserved for His Royal Highness every night at the conquin, quatorze, and reliance tables at the Royal Automobile Club on Qasr-El-Nile Street. Up to eight players battled it out in these French card games, with stakes that were at nosebleed levels.


At other times, the king brought his weight to bear—virtually, as well as literally—at the poker table. There was no way for the other players to come out ahead; they frequently threw their winning hands when he made a large bet so as not to embarrass him. Another tactic for some of the businessmen at the poker table was to often let him win as payback for commonly lavished business favors.


To top it all, he was also a shameless cheat and an even worse kleptomaniac. The joueurs at the card tables quickly learned to anticipate the cheating and to keep their fancy Dunhill lighters, Parker pens, and Cartier rings and bracelets tucked away in their pockets. Apart from his practice of simply slipping a neglected object into his pocket, his habit of loudly observing the beauty of an object was sufficient grounds for the victim to show grace and offer it to His Royal Highness.


The King was so much into cards, and so neglectful of all else, that at the height of World War II, when entire cities were being razed to the ground and tens of thousands of people were dying every day, he is known to have said with a smirk, “Soon there will be only five kings: the king of spades, the king of clubs, the king of hearts, the king of diamonds, and the King of Egypt.” With that, he unwittingly upended Marie-Antoinette.


This epitomized the extent to which King Farouk’s intellect ascended on a good day. I later laughed to myself when I read a quotation by Dostoevsky which professed that, “Neither man nor nation can exist without a sublime idea.” I reckoned that the “five kings” inference was Farouk’s sublime idea.


Jihad Zaki, the Pasha, and Edyth, his French-speaking wife, were to be found nightly at the same tables at the Automobile Club, particularly Edyth. When the King arrived, he kissed her hand first, before attending to the other ladies.


His butler and longtime pimp and deal-facilitator, the infamous Dahab, brought him a drink from a bottle of old Napoleon brandy. Edyth, with lit cigarettes in two different ashtrays, was the only other player at the table who was also served from the same bottle. Everyone else was attended to by the Club’s staff and served good brandy—though not as good. Mom told me that Dad once described the King’s pimp Dahab as the second most influential person in Egypt, and yet so slender in built that “a stiff wind would blow him over.”
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By the mid-fifties, the turnaround in Cairo’s liveliness was restrained, almost imperceptible to anyone who didn’t belong to the inner sanctum of Egypt’s newly emerging political regime. Gamal Abdel Nasser seemed to have plenty on his plate; he was yet to shed the vestiges of opposition from within Egypt’s armed forces.


The Brits, who usually had a good grasp of what was going on, ignored him. They considered him a transitory figure, a mere colonel—“a flash in the pan,” as they liked to say, or “lightning in a bottle.” Other foreigners living there considered the change in political dynamics at the worst, quirky. They had more important matters at hand.


The change in Cairo’s daily environment was still evolving; each week brought additional news of Nasser. It was a pot of hot water that wasn’t ready to boil over just yet, or so everyone thought. Egypt’s dominant newspaper, Al-Ahram, still ran defiant articles in opposition to the new regime, something that a few months later provided a heavy workload to Nasser’s firing squads. A few posters of a smiling Nasser were plastered on walls, mosque turrets, and street signs, but there were also remnants of King Farouk’s posters.


No one paid much heed.


Overnight, Nasser’s genial face was now a terrifying scowl. His secret-service goons were now on every street corner. They stopped cars, ominously searching the trunks and beneath the seats. Within a few weeks, Nasser’s grip tightened further. People scurried left and right, not knowing where to turn. Nasser had arrived on the scene with the subtlety of a sledgehammer.


King Farouk’s friendly subjects and nightly gamblers did not see Nasser for who he was until late in the game. By then, the aura of fear had descended on the exotic island of Zamalek.


No one was left to play poker.
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I eventually deciphered what had unfolded that morning in Dad’s study through my mother’s descriptions, and also from Omar, whose father had recounted the event to him in all its details. The Pasha, by then my father’s close friend and confidant, was only too happy to oblige.


His Excellency the Ambassador of Lebanon was evidently put squarely to the test. He recognized what was likely to follow—that Edyth Zaki was there to ask for the unthinkable on behalf of her family.


He unobtrusively signaled for Mom to give them privacy, and she retreated upstairs, but not before embracing the crumbling Edyth.


After additional crying and soft moaning, Edyth Zaki eventually composed herself and muttered, “Kamal, when they suddenly showed up to search the house, the Pasha gave them mock jewelry we laid aside for such a prospect.”


“What about the real stuff?” Dad asked. “What did your husband do with those? What was the Pasha thinking?”


“We were scared out of our wits, Kamal,” she answered, looking in my father’s eyes only furtively. “Can you believe what they would do if they caught Jihad Zaki doing a thing like this?” She then added, “Kamal, it would be the firing squad for my Pasha.”


“So, where were your real valuables?”


“We have everything in a suitcase in a small underground area that is sectioned off and hidden from the rest of our basement.” She was panting, her words sputtered, her mouth clearly parched.


“Kamal,” she said, “We have all my jewelry in there, a diamond and emerald necklace given to me by the Shah of Iran, and a one-of-a-kind 22-carat ring. We also have several other items, and wads of cash in pounds sterling.”


There was silence for a moment, Dad’s mind racing at warp speed.


She started sobbing again, though she managed to raise her head and say, “Kamal, without these, nous sommes fauchés.”


“You’re broke?” My father asked, incredulity in his voice.


She kept on sobbing and then added, in her native Swiss-French, the words barely audible, “Sur tapis, Kamal, sur tapis…on the floor,” her last word drawn out with a long moan as she broke down again.


The Ambassador thought for a minute, realizing fully what she was asking. He was now in a quagmire. The thought of Nasser’s brutal secret service hit him unceremoniously. Despite his diplomatic status, it was rumored that everyone was being searched at the country’s exit posts irrespective of their station in life.


My father heard a story of a Consul from Africa who was taken away only to reappear three weeks later with the scars of a thorough beating on his face and arms. Up until now, an incident like this had never before happened. Egypt was a full-fledged signatory of the Vienna convention, which gave full immunity to officially accredited diplomats. But how far would that get anyone with Nasser’s crazed secret-service thugs in the haze of the moment?


He knew helping the Zakis would be one hell of a risk, an unimaginable blow to his prestige, not to mention his family and career—and possibly worse, much worse.


And yet, he thought of this most elegant lady and how difficult it must have been for her to come this far.


He thought of the Pasha, the grand old Pasha with whom he played cards every night and who was the most noble and gentle of men. It was amazing, almost incomprehensible, that the Pasha had allowed matters to degenerate to this point. What about the villa on the hills overlooking Beirut? And what about the house on Grosvenor Place? How could they be tapped out? Perhaps the Pasha assumed he would be summoned to play a significant role in Nasser’s reign, much as he did in Farouk’s. Perhaps he deluded himself with crazy thinking like that, little realizing how fanatic Nasser was, how fast Nasser’s secret service moved. Perhaps…perhaps. In the meantime, the electric Edyth Zaki was melting right in front of him.


He looked at her and held her hands in both of his for some time, doing his best to comfort her. His mind raced, covering all the possible repercussions. He felt his own perspiration begin to gather on his forehead.


When the shaking in her hands dissipated, she looked back into his eyes.


He smiled as best he could and told her to go home. “Tell your husband to come and join me for a drink later this afternoon.”


Later that same day, in the early evening hours, my father received the Pasha in his favorite room, the Embassy’s study. It was a beautiful, spacious room with oak paneling, cushy old English leather armchairs, and a large Persian carpet woven a century earlier by a hundred dedicated, village women.


Mohammed, the butler, came around with drinks. Noticing how much weight the Pasha had lost, and how ill at ease he was, my father squeezed his shoulder, reassuring him. Without skirting the issue any longer than needed, he said, “You are with me now. We are in this together, Jihad. What happens to you, happens to me.”


It was with those steadfast words that the Ambassador made the commitment, come what may.


He beckoned the Pasha to stand up, and when both men were upright, he looked him straight in the eye again and added: “Of course I’m going to help. Did you think I would let you down?” He paused for what seemed to be an eternity but was only a moment and then, when both men turned more emotional than either one was accustomed to, he repeated his promise, “You will tell me what you want me to do,” the two men stood, their feelings heightened to a pitch, “and I will do it.”


“Now then, to your family’s wellbeing, Jihad.” My father lifted his glass, “To the Zakis,” after which he added, “To our Pasha.”


By then, words would not come easily to Omar’s father, so he merely embraced my father, giving him an everlasting hug. “And to the Rahmanis, Kamal,” he said. “To the brother I never had—to His Excellency the Ambassador.”




Chapter Three


Cairo, 1956, and Beirut, early 1957



I heard her whisper, “Are you up?”


I was sniffling and didn’t respond.


“Are you crying?”


At twelve, I felt ashamed whenever I cried. I didn’t answer.


“Want to come stay with me?”


I made my way to her bed. She lifted the cover to let me in.


If fear made noise, my sister Nayla and I would have been deafened that night in Cairo.
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Our dread peaked on the second Tuesday of November 1956. The day before was horrifying for my whole family. At first, my parents were determined to hide what was going on with the Pasha’s suitcase—the suitcase allegedly filled with jewels and money; the suitcase my father, the Ambassador, had agreed to smuggle out of Egypt.


Dad was reluctantly given a key to the locked suitcase. He and Mom assumed that the Pasha agonized deeply over that, for when his wife Edyth Zaki wailed and begged for Dad’s help, she clearly disclosed that among the valuables were “wads of cash in pounds sterling.” Despite that, it would have been ill-mannered for the Pasha not to give Dad a key.


I don’t know if Dad opened the suitcase. To this day, he never revealed that to anyone, and I never asked. I was afraid of what further probing might uncover. In view of the relationship that developed over the next decades between our families, even a hint that Dad had helped himself to some of that cash—or that he had been otherwise paid—was beyond what I wanted to contemplate. My vision of him all along was that despite his gambling, he was above that.


Mom, true to her habit of never keeping secrets from us, felt particularly hamstrung. We sensed her relief when less than an hour after events were set in motion, she relented and divulged her worst qualms. From that point on, our state of mind mimicked hers, ranging from unrest, to full-fledged anxiety.


The process was simple. All items sent by an embassy to its home-based Foreign Office went as air cargo in the diplomatic pouch. Although the pouch was used mostly for sending and receiving confidential documents, it often consisted of a bag or crate—even a container full of furniture and household goods—that was adequately marked and sealed. The 1961 Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations proclaimed clearly that properly designated diplomatic pouches “shall not be opened or detained.” Additionally, of all the accords drawn up by the United Nations, those protecting the inviolability of the diplomatic pouch were endorsed by the highest number of sovereign states. It was the internationally recognized law.


Was the Pasha’s suitcase untouchable? Ordinarily, without a doubt. But these were unusual times. With a little aplomb, any crony of Nasser’s would love to bust an activity that was blatantly against the interests of the State. For us to emerge unscathed, the air cargo’s oversight function at the airport had to be in the hands of someone ill-disposed to creating a diplomatic incident.


The Pasha’s suitcase had “Diplomatic” stamped in bold lettering, followed by “From His Excellency Kamal Rahmani, Ambassador of Lebanon, to the Office of the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Beirut, Lebanon.”


It was critical that Embassy and Consular staff regard the Pasha’s suitcase as an ordinary piece of luggage. The regular process involved pouches to be handled by the recently arrived Consul Helen and her personal assistant. Because it was now common knowledge that Dad was transferring back to Lebanon, it seemed natural that he would begin sending personal belongings home. The Consul Helen, a career diplomat, was told the suitcase was to be promptly sent by air via Middle East Airlines, Lebanon’s premier airliner.


The butler Mohammed took the locked suitcase to the Consulate on Monday, late in the afternoon. It was to be delivered to Middle East Airlines at the airport’s cargo section early the following morning. Those hours were the most dangerous—until it was loaded onto the plane and in the air for its morning flight at eleven.


It was a fearful night for all of us that second Monday of November.


Nayla and I tossed and turned endlessly, listening to our parents in the next room fretting over all that could go wrong.


After rising without sleep, Mom, Nayla and I watched from the upstairs windows overlooking the front yard. We had a full view of the Consulate entrance and the Consulate’s car parked by the entrance. It too had diplomatic plates, so the trip to the airport would at least be uneventful.


The minutes dragged as I rocked from foot to foot. We waited and fidgeted, watching until the Consulate’s driver finally arrived in his own car. He went up the few steps and into the Consulate’s reception area. Another interminable time elapsed before he came out again, this time carrying the suitcase.


The suitcase was now strapped with two crisscrossing belts. The Consul had done a good job of further securing it. With its diplomatic designation, a customs inspector had to cut the belts before attempting to then pry the suitcase open and inspect it. To do so could invite trouble if the contents proved to be harmless.


The car left for the airport, and the clock started ticking.


Mom vacillated all day between brooding and hysterics, expecting the secret police to barge in at any second. Dad remained in his study with the door closed. He didn’t come out for lunch and asked for a supper tray late in the day.


We waited.


No one spoke at dinner or ate much either.


We waited as the sun lowered into dusk. The phone rang and we held our breaths, but it was nothing, and we waited again. It rang twice again. I took my cues from Mom. Each time it rang, I felt her tremble—and my fear spiked.


Just before nine, my father emerged from his study. All of us were still gathered around the dining room table. We looked up from the plates and quieted.


Waiting.


My father cleared his throat. “I made a call. The suitcase arrived safely and was picked up as planned by one of the Pasha’s associates.”


The ordeal was over. We could breathe again.


Given Nasser’s unfathomable activities, I never entertained misgivings about the deed’s morality. The Pasha deserved to put one over the monstrous regime that had vandalized his other assets. However, I was never able to reconcile how Dad allowed himself to assume such a risk. I would never have done what he did.


In later years, the favor was paid back a hundred times. But Dad couldn’t have foreseen that. So what kind of a bet was he making? And did I really want to find out? That remains an enigma in my mind.
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I cried my heart out the day we moved back to Lebanon.


We were to live in an apartment, and there would be no room for Dax. My parents talked me into leaving him with our butler Mohammed. I was told over and over that Dax would be better off with Mohammed, whose family lived on a farm outside Cairo. When the day arrived, I had to be pulled away from my magnificent German Shepherd, after hugging and kissing him unendingly. I finally threw him a ball far into the yard then quickly got into the car while he was still on his way to fetch it.


By February 1957, we were settled in a rented four-bedroom apartment on Abdel Aziz Street in the heart of the Hamra district of Ras Beirut. For the secular Druze, an ethnoreligious sect that we the Rahmanis belonged to, Ras Beirut, seemed perfect. It was tucked between the Moslem district of Mazra’a and the more Christian district of Ashrafiyyeh. People did not necessarily think in those sectarian terms in 1957. That only became the norm later when the Lebanese civil war erupted in 1975.


The Druze faith remained a conundrum for my sisters and me until we grew up and were able to laugh off some of its most outlandish myths. It started in early eleventh-century Egypt as an offshoot of the Ismaili Shiite religion. The name emanated from one of the main proponents of the faith called Muhamad Al-Darazi. In its plural form, that became Druze. The Druze were then persecuted in Egypt and had to become secretive and go underground. Some missionaries took refuge in the mountains of Lebanon and Syria, where they established significant communities. In modern times, the Druze population numbered close to one million worldwide, mostly in Lebanon, Syria, and in pockets of Israel. There were sizable communities of immigrants in the United States and South America. As for Israel’s Druze, the brigades many of them were assigned to became renowned among the country’s armed forces for their loyalty and fierceness in battle.


Recognized for their uprightness, reincarnation is the dominant creed in the Druze faith. It is as remote as possible from spirituality without being outright godless. My sisters and I were raised in an effectively agnostic environment. Reincarnation was explained to us simply as that, at Creation, the number of souls was fixed; every time a Druze dies, another Druze is born. The soul of the deceased immediately enters the body of the newborn.


We never felt we were of the Druze religion. In fact, when we were away from Lebanon, we often felt embarrassingly without any religion.


“Are you Moslem?” Friends would ask me.


“No.”


“Do you think like a Moslem?”


“No, not at all.”


“So, what are you then?”


That’s where we were hard pressed to come up with an explanation without getting into a whole discourse about the Druze faith.


“I’m an agnostic.” That would invariably be my simple response, particularly when I was younger. I found agnostic to be softer than atheist, not just in substance, but also in acceptability. To be an atheist raised eyebrows. It elicited further elucidation.


In reality though, and unlike my sisters who believed in the omnipresent God, in time I became a complete misanthrope.


In Lebanon, we were an eminent Druze family. Despite that, Dad was happy to see my sister Mona marry a Christian, something frowned upon by the Druze community of the fifties. My sister Nayla also married a Christian a decade later. To his credit, Dad always told us that we would have the opportunity to pick the religion of our choosing once we reached the age of eighteen. By the time I reached that age, I was apathetic toward any formal depiction of religion. I remained so all my life, disdainful of churches, synagogues, mosques, and other displays of religious materialism.


It was noteworthy to recall that, at home, we never discussed religion except on occasion, when we asked Dad about something or other in regard to Buddhism or another belief system that fell more under the metaphysical genus.


The male members of a few notable Druze families in Lebanon were given the title of Sheik, including my father and I. Even though I am by birth a Druze Sheik, I never let anyone call me that. In later years, my friend-to-be Omar always teased me, using the title and my formal name, both of which I shied away from.


“And what movie would Sheik Rushdi want us to see?” He would ask.


“Stop it,” I would respond curtly.


“Well, you’re the Sheik, so you decide.”


In Lebanon, however, my father was always Sheik Kamal Rahmani. Sheik, in Lebanon, was superior to Ambassador.
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In November 1956, four days after the Pasha’s suitcase full of valuables arrived safely in Lebanon, the Zakis left Egypt in a rush. The Pasha would never again set foot in his beloved Egypt, not even after Nasser’s death in 1970.


We transitioned to Lebanon ten days later.


In Beirut, it took no time for my parents to get in lockstep with other card aficionados. They frequented private clubs that had daily bridge, poker, pinnacle, quatorze, and reliance tables offering stakes at different levels. My mother fell in with other regulars at the moderate tables, while Dad, true to form, went for the higher stakes.


Dad was in full functioning mode by six in the morning. He drank coffee—cup after cup of coffee—smoked cigars, and read the half dozen papers that were left for him at dawn by the outside door. He was all his life an impassioned writer, and that was the time of day when he was most prolific.


Our dining room table was thus never used for family meals. It was always awash with books, pens, and scattered papers. We regularly had our meals on side tables and trays in the living room. Dad raised a big fuss every time we had guests for lunch or dinner. It disrupted his daily rhythm when our long-standing housekeeper and cook, Fatima, and Mom removed everything and laid the table for guests. It took Dad a day after those inconvenient events before he had all his writing materials back in the disarray he thrived on.


I loved that side of my dad’s life. When I later lived away and often visited my parents at home, I would give our dining room table a thorough examination. For some reason, the sight of pens and paper, newspaper cuttings, and my dad’s inevitable cigar stub in the ashtray kept me captivated. The ashes in the ashtray were frequently intact—unbroken—indicating that Dad had left the cigar resting in the ashtray for a long period of time while he wrestled with some writing. I would commonly pull out a new stylish pen—or some elegant paper or other stationary that I’d picked up at a fancy store in London—and just leave those casually on the table. I discerned beyond any doubt that he would revel in those findings, knowing that I’d had the tenderness of thinking about him during my travels.


Dad was an accomplished writer, not just in Lebanon, but throughout the Middle East. He was recognized in the Arab world as one of the twentieth century’s most notable writers. He was, in particular, renowned as a purist, a master of classical Arabic. Many stories he wrote became part of the curricula at schools and learning academies from Beirut to Cairo, and from Amman to the Gulf States and elsewhere in the Middle East.


In addition, he wrote several short stories and books in his younger days. One of his most notable works was titled Tanya, a story involving an Ambassador to Moscow right after World War II, and how his assistant, Tanya, an agent of the Soviet State, amorously entrapped the Ambassador.


Because my father’s first posting was to Moscow, this presented a problem at home. Tanya had one steamy scene after the other.


“What is this about?” Mom yelled at him when my sisters and I were around, emboldening her.


“It’s just a story,” Dad said, trying at first to sound as nonchalant as possible.


“Who’s this bitch Tanya?” With us at her back, Mom became vociferous.


“Habibti,” Dad replied—in Arabic for sweetie—this time alert to the possibility that this might escalate if he didn’t put an immediate stop to it. “It’s just a story, a fiction. You know, a figment of the author’s imagination.”


“Not this bloody author!” Mom bawled. “What do you take me for? It’s your goddamn story!”


He knew by then that he was in for a full-hearted imbroglio. My sisters and I were embarrassed, not so much by Dad’s obvious indiscretions in Moscow, but rather for seeing Mom in that predicament.


I read Tanya when I was fifteen and was taken aback by its candor. Like Mom, I had no difficulty concluding that he was talking about himself. I wasn’t then knowledgeable about men’s transgressions, let alone my father’s, so that episode left me feeling bad only with regard to seeing Mon in a strained situation. My sisters, particularly the older ones, Mona and Lydia, empathized entirely with Mom. They told me in no uncertain terms that Dad had been out of line, and that I should not condone such wrongdoings.


Despite the ruckus Dad’s novel caused a home, the book was a best seller. It was adapted into a much-acclaimed television series that featured a beautiful Lebanese actress in the lead role. I also remember my sisters and me looking silently into each other’s eyes every time we heard commentators on television talk about the book. We promptly changed channels and kept such talk clear of Mom, not wanting to rankle her again.


Dad also wrote opinion articles that were published daily in many major newspapers of the Arab world. He was amazingly fast, his mastery of the language flawless. He browsed through the major newspapers and out came, an hour later, an article that he dispatched without further ado to his Chief Editors at An-Nahar, Hayat, and other newspapers. He then basked in the accolades that followed when friends and family called to compliment him on his latest words.


“Great piece again, Kamal,” from one of my uncles.


“Oh yeah? Did you like it?”


“I loved it. You were right on the mark.”


Dad thrived on that. I did too, whenever I saw him in an expansive mood.


Although the Rahmanis dwelled mostly in Beirut, the family’s ancestral village of Baakline was in the Chouf—and predominantly Druze—mountains of Lebanon. Whereas my generation was more attuned to Beirut, my father’s grew up and spent all the of the World War II years in Baakline. Much of Dad’s writing reminisced about those years and about Baakline.


He wrote endlessly about life in the village. One of his short stories—that became a must-read for high school kids throughout the Arab world—was about a rooster’s life in Baakline. He called it Al-Deek, Arabic for “the rooster.” Through the eyes of the rooster, he drew a remarkable portrait of the many facets of life in the village. Many other pieces of his were pure nostalgias that went back to those war years in particular: how his mother, my grandma, had to split a can of sardines among her seven children and how, at one point, he and my other uncles had to go to school in shifts, because they only had so many school uniforms.


Dad and his siblings were raised when money was particularly tight. My grandfather, a respected judge, had to scrounge in order to feed seven children and keep the family name upright. When the local schools had to shut down for months on end because of the war, he and grandma maintained a strong regimen of home schooling. Every child had to read—and often memorize—many of the classic poems of giants like Al Mutanabbi, Ibn Al Rumi, and Khalil Gibran. I have pictures of Dad going back to the mid-1940s. As was customary for Druze men at the time, he had a large moustache with waxed tips in all the pictures.
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