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The Scarab


The town of Sour haunts me. Before its demolition by the invaders, it ran out of its real treasure, not its houses and inhabitants but the ruins, those left by hundreds of years of neglect.


But I was told that if you want to have a real scarab you should immerse a black beetle and keep it in pure alcohol, in darkness, for one month. The skin will undergo a slow whitening. The once brittle and fragile shell will harden, turning the beetle into a perfect scarab.


I never thought it possible to reconstruct a culture but I pursued my aim of making a scarab.


As I got out of taxis, as I left supermarkets or crossed parking lots, my head was bowed down in search of the black beast that was to assist me in this transformation. In my briefcase, I carried a matchbox, larger than those we used to keep colored beetles in when we were young. I somehow believed that I owed him more comfort.


I found him on a very hot day, once, painfully crossing the middle step of a stairway. He walked like an armored car impervious to the sweltering heat outside.


I tipped the box and stood it on its black sulfured side with the drawer extending outwards. He walked in gently and without looking sideways. I was pleased at his cooperation, a foreboding of success.


Having closed the box, I faced the dilemma of how to turn it back on its larger side without upsetting him. In the end, I kept it in my briefcase, on its side, as it was.


In the night, I know he is there. I know what he thinks. I know that he waits for that moment that shall vindicate his lowly existence and plunge him from the icy coldness of alcohol into immortality.


Often I hear him panting slightly. As I roam around the town, his heartbeat pounds in my ears.


One day, I thought that I should take a look at him. There was no one in the box, but a black darkness, which stopped at the edges, blacker than the blackest beetle you have ever seen. I dared not doubt his presence by poking my finger questioningly. I kept the box open and never left my room.





Dr. Giacometti



I went searching for my limbs in the heaps of bones and flesh which lay scattered all throughout the neighborhood. I fought madly with one man and had to push another aside where I felt my search was about to yield some results. I needed my limbs. I wanted to find them. Running, snatching, collecting, I located them one by one. My arms full, I walked towards the hospital. I went in and sat down in the waiting room. I kept tapping my heel on the floor. Sooner or later, a doctor was sure to come and see me. I clutched my limbs like a mother holding her sick baby in a night of horror. All around the waiting room, different eyes stared fixedly.


Everyone clutched several limbs and waited for the doctor. When will he come? No one was being serviced. I saw no one go in to see the Doctor and no one come out from the Doctor’s room. Neither did I see anyone get bored of waiting and leave. I tried to assemble my limbs in a form I knew but like an umbrella in the wind, they kept springing apart. I noticed that all around me the same effort was being wasted. One man locked his limbs into the stack of another. A wave of imitation swept through the lounge and pretty soon, we all had our limbs adjoined in one whole. Smiles emerged on people’s faces and I decided to mark my limbs to be able to trace them. I pulled out a small felt pen from my breast pocket and marked a little cross onto my own flesh. Others scratched, blemished, strapped and colored their arms and legs.


Finally the Doctor came and called out a name that no one recognized. He called once again, then another time and in disgust, flung his arms up high and left the waiting room. He went back to his room. I followed him without my limbs which were still entangled in the massive heap outside. Inside the room, what do I see? The Doctor was busy with his own limbs. He was removing the markings from them and trying to assemble them according to a detailed design on the wall.




The Hakawati


Why is it they cannot forget me and leave me alone? They keep recalling me. I go through their skeletons like a butterfly through a storm. They stand talking. Have not seen you for a long time. Yes, I've been away for a while and here I am now. How did you know about this evening. I did not know. Hisham brought me. He said that after a long search, they had located a Hakawati1 in Tripoli. It turns out that he had been telling stories there for a long while. You would have thought it easier to find him in Baghdad. This will be a long night. We'll be up till dawn.


When a waiter moves around with the drinks, he goes through the crowd like a knife through the sand. The pressure of their stories is too much. He cannot wait till they are all inside.


They sit and wait for the Hakawati. The lights dim and an able young man in a long Abaya walks with determination onto the stage. I think how different telling stories is from the strength of this man. Why not spare him to do battle and leave the story telling to one whose body need not be strong. He hops over legs stretched out in the front row. Unlike in Baghdad where he wouldn't have had a special seat, he is seated on a high chair, center-stage.


My mouth bends with a painful smile. His head is covered with the Abaya's hood. He adjusts it back a little and pierces the audience with a steady look. Two eyes like butterfly wings on a ragged tree. He speaks or rather tells. His words come out like darts, in strong punches. He tells of the Hakawati who has been with the Arabs for a long time, even as far back as the Jahiliyah2 period and without change, has remained with us through our various transitions. Story telling is not restricted to a few. We all had a grandmother who transfixed us with her stories. The Hakawati is the apex of this form. Yet, he is the professional for he tells stories to stay alive. At the end of a climactic episode, he will stop and wait for the shower of coins which I hope you have ready! I don't know if I should throw some coins onto the stage, but I fumble in my pocket a little. He continues.


If the shower is plentiful, the Hakawati will provide a happy ending or at least one that gives satisfaction. If not, he will leave you hanging on a cliff. He can change the life of Antar3 the way he wants, always depending on the shower. The end does not depend on the beginning. But I will not leave you on a cliff, so let me introduce myself, I am Nizar, member of the committee and I have the honor to introduce the Hakawati to you.


An old man wearing much used clothing walks onto the stage with a gait that is more a style of walking than an infirmity. He does not look like a man from Tripoli. He is not aware of the historical role assigned him in my introduction, nor is he concerned. He has thick glasses and carries a worn out book under his arm.


He sits on the same chair while I leave without a sound. He opens his book, flips through the pages and starts. We leave Antar at the end of a long night, his dark skin taut with the tension of an expected battle. He stares at his brother Shayboub and tells him of his expectations. Shayboub nods knowing that with Antar, there is no fear and no fear of fear. Wherever Antar goes Shayboub follows. We are on the trail of a tribe that has abducted the daughters of our cousin. They have had to settle for the night. We can attack them in the early hours of the morning, when they are least ready. It is dawn already. A few of them surround the dimming fire. They tell stories to stay awake. These few will be our first victims, since we do not kill the sleeping. We raise our swords up high and charge through them like a storm through the trees.




The Lion


The Lion passed through Baaqline last night. No one had expected him. He has not been through since 1956. He came in around 7:30 almost 30 minutes after sunset during that period of the day where only in Baaqline and for only five minutes, dusk can be confused with dawn, where the color of the sky is an even balance between sunset orange and the darkening blue of night. Minutes before or after, you would have known with certainty which part of the day you were in.


One long road runs through Baaqline. Houses are built above and below the road. Depending on the particular hill in Baaqline, sometimes the houses on the left side are higher. Other times the houses on the right side are higher. The lion came in one end of the road, descending from a previous hill and went through it all emerging from the other end onto another hill.


The first sight of him created a forward shock wave. People called to each other. Some clapped their hands to signal forward to the next house. The wave traveled with him until he left. I heard of his arrival very early on and I choked. I ran out of the house and onto the street fast enough to observe his thick silhouette going through the olive trees in front of our house. He was moving forward with a steady and heavy trot. He cut through the terraces with ease going up one and down the other without a change of pace. It made him look so low. I ran behind him and lost him near the Baidar4. People stood there in groups. Three very tall people, one lady and two men stood facing each other without saying much. Another two looked ahead to where the lion had gone. I ran after him. I could not keep still. I caught up with him on the next hill but I could not see him anymore, it was getting dark. I could hear his trot, the earth drummed under my feet. He was going away. I caught sight of him climbing over the Ras El Jamous hill to the very top. He then descended and vanished into the woods. I was out of breath. I lay down and rested below a fig tree, my feet pointing towards Baaqline, my back against a large rock. The hum of distant Baaqline gradually decreased. At one time, all was quiet. Every now and then, his trot would reverberate within the rock I leaned against.


Baaqline woke up again, thirty minutes before sunrise during that period of the night where only in Baaqline and for only five minutes, dawn can be confused with dusk, where the color of the sky is an even balance between the orange of the sunrise and the lightening blue of day. Minutes before or after, you would have known with certainty which part of the day you were in. I walked back and came upon some children playing on the gray flat rocks of the Baidar. They saw me and they all stood up and stared as I walked slowly towards them. In the bluish gray of the emerging morning, the whites of their eyes shone with a strength which slowed me down. Some approached me slowly. I waded through them as their sights followed me around. My hair streamed on my sides, I walked like a madman. I had an open mouth, so large I could swallow the oncoming crowd. I am reaching the end of my line. Suddenly, the crowd thickens. They do not move anymore. I am within and have to wade. The faster I wade, the thicker they flow. The slower I wade, the more they draw me with them. Why did I not stay home?




The Rat


A mistaken nomenclature in my childhood made me grow up thinking that a rat looked like a foot long crocodile that lived in sewers and hence had the habit of emerging wet and glittering from toilets.


Determined to avoid all unpleasant encounters with the creature, I always kept the toilet door half-open, I suppose, so I can leave quickly when I hear the rat's claws squeaking against the shining ceramic. Keeping the door open was a habit that I was never able to shake off leaving me with a flawed sense of privacy.


When I grew up, I learned that a rat looks like an overgrown mouse - yet, I went on linking the name of the creature with the one-foot crocodile. As I saw more rats, I recalled the vision of a crocodile less and less till one day I learned that people who had pet crocodiles were getting rid of them when they grew too large by flushing them down the toilet, refilling the world of sewers with overgrown mice again.


The speed with which the image of the one-foot crocodile replaced that of the overgrown mouse was unimaginable: I went back to keeping toilet doors open on trains and in public places.




My Grandmother Never Told Me a Novel


“It is not with any specific reason in mind that we agreed to write this novel as a joint effort. It is also not with the intention of hiding authorship that we chose to write it as a joint effort. More than simple ignorance of the reason, we may have arrived at the same state of mind simultaneously and would have therefore written 5 separate novels had we not happened to talk about it one day”.


The prologue that we penned before we started writing the novel was good. We could not have stated our perspective in a better way. Writing an introduction by each about each would have thrown us into kitsch. But then, when did we ever talk about it? All I can remember is that one evening after dinner at Nassib’s, we found out that he had been writing. He had never mentioned this before and we really knew very little about his interests except that he read a lot. During the evening, someone complained about the short supply of some goods in Beirut and Nassib confirmed it by noting that he could not get ribbons for his typewriter.


The rest of the thread was pulled out in gentle little jerks. We realized that he had been writing little stories, more like fables and why not novels, we asked? Because my grandmother never told me a novel. And since his fables, which we had not read, were about the war, we teasingly started calling him the Lebanese Camus and labeled his writing Resistance Literature. This went on for a while until in a spate of silence with no electric power on, we heard him but hardly saw his face as he asked: what is it that I am resisting? It had bothered him. Of course, the joke was on us and we all laughed but the question hung like a sustained peal of a bell, more so than ever since the massive rain that had been falling for the previous 2 hours suddenly stopped. That was our cue. Everyone scurried to collect their scattered belongings: coats, shoes, scarves, gloves. We left the house in one batch. Nassib’s look of longing must have remained on his face till way after we left.


As he sat up in his bed in the dark, he covered his knees with the heavy quilt pulling it up to his neck. The central heating pipes look different depending on the water flowing through them, water that he does not see. When the water is cold, they look like icicles. When it is hot, they all glow.


Two weeks later, Nassib invited us all to dinner again and let the conversation loose. “What did your grandmother tell you this time?” Jumana joked. Nassib grew a slow smile on his face which widened and narrowed as if he were savoring the joke or about to say something. He did: “She told me that all your grandmothers came to see her and that they use to exchange stories amongst one another to keep us from staying awake”. Fine retort, too surgical, probably thought out in advance. Maybe the icicles had helped him shape his wry humor but this was not the case. He was fishing with a long line. It caught. Bahij said: “If each grandmother tells a short story, can 5 grandmothers tell a novel?” “Yes, we can”, said Nassib, shifting the pronoun with silent intensity. The agreement was sealed without method. The novel started without technique. However, some etiquette had to be observed because we still had animal waywardness. “When?” “Next week and every first Thursday of the month. All you have to do is wait for the security forces to try out their war sirens on those Thursdays and you will remember”.


Each session had its different chief editor whose task was simply to be the moderator, the stringer of pearls, the welder, the merger. I was chosen to be the first chief editor and I could not have fallen on a more oblique day. Everyone had something prepared which they threw down like cards on the table.


The first piece I saw chronicled the collection mania of two brothers. They collected a piece of glass from every building whose window panes were shattered by the bombing. They collected shrapnel. They had one issue and only one from each militia magazine. As I sifted the small notes around, I found myself engrossed in one that had small paragraphs. It was about a group of middle aged men each balding or fat or graying or with ulcer. They met once a month in an empty flat that belonged to the cousin of one of them. There, they kept a full rock band kit: drums, electric guitars, amps and mikes. Once a month, they took off their skin and went back 25 years to play the pop tunes of their time.


I slid that paper under the rest and started reading the next without knowing what was to come: 3 young friends went around the town looking for ways that the Beirutis had generated to communicate with one another about severe issues in the war. The hose on top of the petrol pump to signify the station is out of petrol. The telephone number on the wall of a blown up store advertising stainless steel shop shutters. The story went on to list several such signs, mostly indicating shortages or warning of dangers to come.


The last note I read was about a potential suicide who had placed a contract killer on his own head and then regretted it and could not reverse the order.


I was not getting anywhere and they knew that, so we automatically switched method. Rather than worry about how to start the novel, we placed a quote from Neruda right in the middle and started to build the novel to and from it:


“The bishop raised his arm,


He burned the book in the plaza


In the name of his little God


Turning to smoke the old leaves


Worn by obscure time.


And the smoke does not return from the sky.”


That proved propitious. There were enough objects to develop. God was there too and religion and books. This excited everyone. They all left laughing loudly. Months went by as the snake grew from its center outwards always coiling, always bending and slithering. We worked by instinct and without argument. We did not need to justify the choice of sentences that we threw in. They just had to work or be discarded.


At night, Nassib would reread the novel to himself and try to translate it to see where the universality was being betrayed but that was just an exercise.


One day, we met and waited for Labib to show up before starting to work. He did not. We tried to call him or trace his whereabouts. No such luck. Later that week, Nassib saw him in Hamra and asked him why he had not joined us. He received vague mumblings. He stopped coming altogether which threw us out of balance with such strength that we decided to rewrite the whole novel removing Labib’s contributions. Sadly, these were impossible to identify. Another suggestion was to replace Labib by another friend. But this was not a string quintet where you can ask another cellist to sit in for an absent one. The smoke had gone too far up the sky to be stopped. We agreed to publish the novel as it was and started searching for a publisher. No one would take the novel. Each damned publisher wanted to meet the author.


One day Labib showed up with a mischievous look on his face. He had been to one of these publishers and had recited the whole novel by heart thereby claiming authorship. We had two choices. Either we jump on Labib and throttle him, forcing him in the process to retract his actions or to join hands once more and attempt to complete the novel letting it get published under any name, Labib or whomever, as long as it gets published. Labib motioned for quiet and to markedly increase the tension, he poured himself some red wine, slowly swirling the glass around with one hand as he poured with the other. The publisher was supplying an ending.




The Crab


I am a man of options. I am not constrained by anything. I know no corners, only walls. If there's too much traffic on one road, I take another. I make my own life by beating it to its possible choices. I force it to present me with situations where at least two alternatives exist. I have no memory of the last time I had unwillingly taken an only choice. My cynical friends fall into 3 groups. One group neutralizes my ways by saying that if I am a man whose every situation has more than one option, then I am forced to the only choice of always having more than one choice. But can't I just do nothing when faced with a single path, hence always provide my single prong with one more exit?


Another group says that I deceive myself and pretend to accept choices that others would not take only to provide myself with extra options. A choice not taken because it is not wanted is not a choice. This is like the definition of a crisis or a dilemma where no choice is acceptable but one always emerges from the dilemma having taken one outlet out of more than one possibility.


A third group clamps my slippery argument between the points of birth and death saying that I had to be born and I have to die. True, but being born is a zero choice: not my own. Dying is not a choice of mine either and I will not even be there. At that moment when all my logic will self-destruct I will be an experience for you and not for me and therefore death in itself is again a zero choice. But if they prefer another defense, then death is my second option at any time in my life since I can always choose to die and hence I will always have at least one option.




Dead Cars


In a war like this, our government takes great concern to ward off any danger to our country. In its efforts, it often introduces measures that keep the citizens guessing, but such is the trust we have in our leaders that we always proceed silently to implement the decreed steps without questioning. Each war brings its own decrees. More: each phase of the war has the government rallying new methods.


We heard the announcement on the radio in the morning. Tonight, one in each ten citizens will drive his or her car to the square behind the Plaza cinema to receive instructions. Each car is free to carry as many passengers as the owner cares. Knowing our traditional lack of punctuality, the government requested each owner to arrive at a time of his choosing between midnight and 2 in the morning.


The early announcement gave us the necessary time to organize meetings, ten in each, to select the one in ten car owners to drive to the appointed place. All day long along the sides of the streets, we saw groups in families, pairs or single individuals in circles surrounding one or two persons who had selected their own method of singling out the one in ten.


Groups disbanded without fuss. The one in ten car owner inevitably drove to a car wash to have the car cleaned.


During the afternoon, there was a hush. Those selected to be the one in ten did not have the desire to move around in their cars. The rest felt an oppressive silence the nature of which one only feels when there is a war in the distance, unheard but distinctly near. It felt like the end of a hot weekend.


The exact opposite took place around 8 in the evening when people, selected or not, became restless and began to roam the streets in their cars. Cars were full. Buses were full. Cinemas were empty. Restaurants that gave on the street were full of people: not eating, simply sipping coffee and watching the streets. Every now and then a military vehicle would pass. No one dared imagine whether these vehicles were selected or not.


Gradually, men with similar clothes began descending from some of the cars and taking positions on the corners of streets. They talked very little to others, but very casually. There was a rumble in the distance that made them look over their shoulders briefly and then return to examine the streets with shifty quizzical eyes.


By eleven or so, traffic dropped until it died down to a trickle just before midnight. We then saw the cars, the selected clean cars carrying one, two or more persons, aim at Cinema Plaza. With calm, the men in similar clothes ushered the traffic towards the square. We ran along the street to follow the cars and then cautiously strolled by the men with similar clothes feigning an air of ignorance hoping they will not stop us. They did not. We walked on to the square. More men in similar clothes. In the square, cars were being screened, the drivers given small forms to fill.
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