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For Root and Emil, who always get a foretaste of my stories, and for all those who take mirages for their Paradise lost.
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Baptism by Fire


Damascus, summer 2006


Aida was still riding her bicycle unsteadily that day. Although she managed to keep her balance, her eyes stayed glued to the handlebar, as her front wheel drew snaking curves along the ground. Karim kept warning her, “Look straight ahead, forget about the handlebar.” But her gaze remained fixed—as if hypnotized—on the gleaming bar between her hands.


Aida would call her ride down Jasmine Street that day her baptism by fire. On that afternoon she wore white sandals, blue trousers, and a red-and-white striped shirt. She had tied her long gray hair back in a ponytail. Time and again she would begin to wobble, and she would laugh out loud when she did, as if to drown out the sound of her heartbeat, while Karim kept a tight hold on the bike saddle.


It was a sturdy Dutch bicycle that he'd bought secondhand thirty years ago. He loved that bike and in all those years had never let anyone else ride it. He'd never imagined that anyone else would until, about a month earlier, Aida had asked him if there was anything he couldn't do that he had always wished he could. By then they had been together for over six months.


“Play a musical instrument,” he answered immediately, and then hesitated. “Actually, conjure up my favorite tune on an oud,” he added quietly and then almost swallowed the words, “like you can,” because he was sure that for him it was too late. His fingers were nimble enough, but he was already over seventy-five.


As a child, Karim had dreamt of playing music, but it was frowned upon at home. Although his well-to-do family owned a radio and his father would listen to an occasional song or instrumental piece, as well as the news, he forbade anyone to sing or play music. Karim's mother had a wonderful voice, but she only sang in secret, when his father was out. The day when his brother Ismail once dared to quietly play the flute he had bought, he got a beating. “That's gypsy stuff,” his father scolded contemptuously.


Aida beamed at Karim. “I can teach you the oud in three months. If you practice hard every day, the melodies will find their way to your hands. All it takes is a bit of patience,” she said, and then added while stroking his face, “and a sense of humor.” He laughed self-consciously, trying to hide his shyness.


“Riding a bike is what I always dreamt of doing when I was a little girl,” she went on. “I envied my brother, his friends, and all the boys in the neighborhood who could just float around on their bikes as light as feathers. But when I said I wanted to learn to ride, my mother nearly had a fit, just like she always did when she was frightened. She told me to put that idea right out of my head. Women stayed at home and didn't need bicycles. She said that riding a bike could have terrible consequences. And when I asked what they were she warned me that many young women had lost their virginity riding bikes. ‘Try explaining to stupid men that you are still intact.'”


I couldn't believe it—it was like everything else that my mother said when she was frightened. She'd make such drama out of things that in no time you found yourself lost in a maze of superstition and fear: young girls grow beards from drinking coffee, broken mirrors bring seven years' bad luck, playing cross-eyes can make your eyes stay that way, pregnant women should get all the different fruits they want or the baby could be born with a birthmark in the shape of the fruit they craved—the story was that Uncle Barakat rode all the way to Jaffa and back in four days just to pick up a basket of famous Jaffa oranges for Aunt Mary, who then delivered a healthy baby. As for me, riding a bike was just elegant—a balancing act like a circus artist walking a tightrope.”


“You'll have it down in two or three weeks,” Karim promised her, but then realized he was being rash. He would never break an arm or a leg playing the oud, but Aida very well could, riding a bike. Her dark eyes beamed at him, she jumped at him and kissed him full on the lips, banishing all his pangs of conscience like mist in the sun.


“Keep teaching me,” she begged, and he could see tears of joy in her eyes.


It was amazing how long they both had lived with their secret wishes. Over the six months they'd been a couple, they had shared their pasts openly, yet suddenly they'd both discovered that they still had lots to learn about each other.


“Maybe I was afraid you'd laugh at me,” said Aida, explaining her hesitancy. Karim concurred with a nod. “I haven't talked about my dreams since I was twenty. If anyone asked, I'd say I'd like to dance, and fly like a swallow. But I kept putting things off, and after my wife Amira died, I stopped dreaming.”


“I could never relax when I was dancing,” Aida confessed. “I always kept counting the time and watching my steps. So when I was ten or twelve, I gave it up. But I never stopped dreaming of riding a bike.”


~


Aida was diminutive in height. When she was barefoot, her forehead came up to Karim's shoulder. She was slim and athletic, and if you didn't know that she was in her mid-fifties, you would have thought she was forty. When people paid her compliments, she'd say, “Love makes you young! Fall in love and you'll see,” and then she'd laugh.


Aida had always been daring, as Karim soon found out. He worried about her and her high spirits.


Not far from the neighborhood where both she and Karim lived, there was a big parking lot that had belonged to a textile factory just outside the Eastern gate. It was almost always empty. They practiced bike riding there for a week until Karim thought it was time for her to learn how to ride on a busy street. He accompanied her to her street, which was a bit wider and ran parallel to Jasmine Street on the western side. Aida rode quite calmly, with Karim holding on to the saddle. Neighbors watched from their windows or from their doorways, shaking their heads in disapproval, but she wasn't bothered in the least. Soon Karim could let go of the bike without her noticing. He ran alongside her, and when she saw him she nearly fainted. “Hold me tight,” she cried out, “have you gone crazy?” and she almost collided with the wall. Karim held on and she braked and came to a stop with a sigh of relief.


It took another five days before she was able to give Karim the okay to let go, after the first few meters. Off she went along the street, ringing her bell nonstop, turning around at the corner of Jew Street and riding back to him with a big wide grin. But she still was not so good at turning. Twice she skinned her knee against the wall after taking too wide a turn. Both her knees were bleeding and she had torn her brown trousers—but she hadn't fallen off her bike. After a week of solid riding, Karim suggested that she practice on Zeitoun Street, where cars were allowed to drive, but only slowly. Zeitoun Street was wide and rambling, passing the See of the Catholic Patriarch and the big Catholic Church.


Aida was not in favor. “It's swarming with priests and bishops over there, and just the sight of them makes me nervous.” She smiled as she imagined herself kneeling in the confessional, something she hadn't done in fifty years, and saying, “Father, I have sinned.”


“What have we done? How have we sinned—in thought, in deed?”


“Yes, in deed, with a bicycle,” she answered. Her friend Sahra had told her that cycling made women come. “You know,” Sahra said, “a saddle does a better job than most men.” Without ever having ridden a bike herself, Sahra was convinced this was true.


“What about Jasmine Street?” said Karim, bringing Aida back to her lesson.


“That will do,” she said. She wanted to show the neighbor women that she had become a full-fledged cyclist. “It would be best around three in the afternoon when they're all sitting in front of their doors,” she said, laughing as she imagined the twin rows of open-mouthed faces. Karim rolled his eyes. It was his street. “If I can do that, I can ride through hell with no hands,” she said. She had known that street for a long time, and since becoming Karim's lover she'd come to know the women there better, too.


~


Jasmine Street is located in the Christian Quarter of Damascus, near Straight Street, running parallel to Abbara Street and Zeitoun Street. You enter it under a stone arch, along a dark, narrow corridor not even a meter wide, and come out onto the street proper, which then widens out to four meters. This bottleneck saves the street from cars and motorbikes. Most tourists overlook the entrance to the street, which looks more like the door to a house. The view into the street from outside is blocked by the arch of two overhanging balconies that almost touch, completing the camouflage.


Until the 1950s, the entrance had been graced by a gate decorated with wrought ironwork and bronze, which mysteriously disappeared after the 1959 Gates of Damascus exhibition. Decades later, rumor still had it that an oil sheikh had paid the exhibition director a handsome sum for this beautiful piece, which he had then taken back with him to Kuwait.


However, even when curious tourists did go through the tunnel, they would only be disappointed—Jasmine Street had little to offer, except for an unusually well-kept flagstone surface, countless benches, climbing plants, and flowerpots, all of which made for a tacky impression. There were no strikingly elegant buildings, just the plain earthen façades of single-story houses lining the street, looking much the same on each side. Little did visitors know that these modest façades were actually a sophisticated disguise that had effectively protected residents for centuries, keeping both the envious and the tax collectors at bay. Inside, behind the doors, inner courtyards opened to the sky, bearing witness to the Damascenes' sensual way of life.


Five hundred meters farther on, Jasmine Street ended at Monastery Square, lined mostly with houses and with two shops selling groceries and household goods. Karim's large house stood on the corner; his door was the last on the left-hand side of the street. A second door in the long, high stone wall bordering the square led into his garden. Just next to it stood a weather-beaten, age-old bench that had been chiseled out of a single block of white stone and where Karim often came to enjoy his late-afternoon coffee in the summer. There he was always met by the unexpected sight of a little monastery, with sparse grass peeking out between the big stone blocks and the remains of the walls. Built in the tenth century and dedicated to Saint John, the monastery had been completely destroyed in 1157 by an earthquake, which had claimed eighty thousand dead in Damascus and the surrounding area alone. Two-thirds of the population were killed, but the Damascenes arose from the ruins, as so often before in their history, and built their city anew. They never rebuilt the monastery, though. Its stones found their way into the many houses of the Christian Quarter, as if both the monastery and its patron saint should live on in each of these dwellings.


Here the historic city wall in the background had been robbed of any vestige of beauty by the skimpy, rushed, and ugly repairs, which had made use of a variety of small stones from as many centuries, and which bore the unmistakable mark of the tragedies that had preceded them. Seen from the outside, the city walls reached over nine meters high above busy Ibn Assaker Street, but on the inside, on the edge of Monastery Square, they were barely three meters high. There the mass of rubble reached up to two-thirds of the height of the wall. This was because the Damascenes had not been allowed to carry the rubble left over from earthquakes and fires out of the city, so as not to destroy the surrounding fertile plain that fed its inhabitants.


In the midst of the ruins in front of the wall, two poplars reached proudly to the sky, lofty against the low background. Strangers scarcely noticed that every 23rd of June, at seven o'clock sharp, the sun would shine exactly between the trunks and light up the tip of the simple burial stele, a granite column two meters high that tapered toward the top. The modest grave beneath this monument was often covered in flowers. Most visitors know little about the lovers buried here, who were united in death when life had forbidden them to fulfill their love. But those who live in the Christian Quarter tell the story of Fadi and Fatima, whose different religions would not have them live together. They were buried where they lay entwined in a final embrace. Many a tale was told about their love and how the poplars had grown to whisper their story with every gust of wind. The funeral stone bore no marking, but all the children in the neighborhood knew the names of these martyrs to love. And every year, hundreds of women would come from the Christian Quarter and gather in a procession to the grave, where they would wait for the sun to shine through the poplars to sing a long lament over the injustice both lovers had suffered. The procession lasted two hours, and the women would return home red-eyed and tearful.


The well-kept street had fortunately been spared motorized traffic, and it looked like the inner courtyard of a housing estate. Except during the three months in the year that were cold and rainy, the women and the old men usually went out around three o'clock in the afternoon and sat down at the entrances to their houses. The children would be shooed away for two hours to play on Monastery Square or in the ruins with their balls, marbles, and scooters. This is when the street would be hosed down with water, not just to wash it clean but to make it cool and pleasant. Coffee and tea would be sipped, rumors collected and traded to much laughter. The session would end around five o'clock, and the children would reclaim the middle of the street with all their noise and their own raucous laughter.


There wasn't a peddler or a cyclist who dared to disturb the peace and tranquility of these two hours. The sharpness of the women's tongues was not feared only by residents of the Christian Quarter; many a street trader, postman, policeman, and beggar who ventured into the neighborhood had felt it, too. The saying went that the Damascenes had their legendary steel knives—and Jasmine Street had the tongues of its women. Karim knew about that. Aida, however, absolutely insisted on cycling past the women at that very time. She knew that many of them were envious of her love for Karim. As long as she had been a mere widow, the women had felt compassion for her, on her own street and on Karim's. But that a widow should fall in love, “ere the earth be dry on her late husband's grave,” that was immoral. Yet love doesn't ask the heart for permission, much less does it worry about graves. The funniest thing about it was these were the very same women who mourned the death of the two lovers on the 23rd of June each year, although he had been a Muslim and she a Christian.


In the Christian Quarter, Aida wasn't despised only by the women for having fallen in love with the Muslim Karim, but by the men as well. “As if there weren't any Christian men,” they would grumble when they spotted her. Although they took no small pride in their street being a peaceful home to the followers of many different religions, they regarded this love as overstepping the mark that they themselves had set. As if love checked IDs before conquering hearts.


And Karim? He gave his pat answer, whether at the greengrocer's or the barber's: “I'm not a Muslim, a Christian, a Druze, or a Jew. Love is my religion, do you understand?” But no one understood, whether they nodded politely, shook their heads, or smiled in embarrassment.


Aida had fallen passionately in love with Karim in the autumn of the previous year, and this made her look younger with every passing day. The women in the street had noticed that her clothing had become more colorful; not only that, but the way she walked, the way she laughed, the way she looked made her resemble a bold teenager going through life fearlessly and full of curiosity. But had they been honest and acknowledged this, it would have been an admission of defeat. That is why, on both streets, the inhabitants maintained that their dislike of Aida had to do with her loose morals and her disregard for her own Christian religion. It was quite beside the point that their knowledge of Christianity only ran as deep as the Hail Mary and Our Father, for most of them.


The women who'd invite any passerby in for tea or coffee now refused to show that hospitality to Aida. No, no one liked the widow anymore, that same widow who had landed this attractive, humorous widower before several of the women were able to weave their own plans for him. Aida knew about it all, and that is why she wanted this baptism by fire at all costs.


“I'll watch out for you,” Karim promised, because he knew his own street very well and he could feel how unsure Aida had suddenly become. On that decisive day, he stood with her and the bicycle on historic Straight Street in front of the entrance to Jasmine Street. As so often, he wore a shirt and trousers of khaki cotton on that summer day. He gave her a long look. “Are you sure you want to do this?”


“Yes, definitely,” she insisted.


“Then you can't turn around. You know the story about Lot's wife?”


“Yes, she was turned into a pillar of salt because she had no name, but my name's Aida and I shall turn into chocolate so that you can lick me up,” said Aida, kissing him on the lips.


“Oh my God! We'll have to be quick, you already taste like chocolate,” he said. Men never look back, Aida thought. They follow whoever can convince them and quickly lose touch with the past. Women will always turn around, moved by worry, longing, curiosity, or compassion. That's why they hesitate more often than men—it's always been that way.


“If you please, Madam Chocolate,” Karim said, and off she went. Benjamin the tailor was just taking a little break at the door of his shop and drinking a mocha. He shook his head in clear judgment with a crooked smile.


Karim hurried after her. He could feel her insecurity in the narrow passage that the inhabitants referred to as “the corridor.” He held the bicycle below the saddle without her noticing. The street was lined with women and old men. They looked up, and some whispered to each other. Scandalized looks enfolded every inch of her body. She could feel the sting of their looks and avoided eye contact, focusing on the handlebars and pedaling furiously.


An old woman sat at her window eating a slice of apple. She froze at the sight of Aida, shook her head, and shouted something back into the house. A plump young woman hurried to her side, pressing her hands to her mouth as if to stifle a scream.


Halfway along, almost at the cobbler's house, the confectioner's twenty-year-old daughter suddenly jumped up, ran across the street and sat on an empty chair next to her father's house, braying with laughter. Karim knew the young widow. The story went that her husband, a naval officer, had died at sea during an exercise and that she had gone insane with grief. She would often spend the night on her husband's grave in the Catholic cemetery, sometimes taking his favorite dishes with her.


Aida held her breath, swayed, and pulled the handlebars in the other direction, but with too much force. The front wheel grazed the knees of Afifa, the neighbor, and Tuma, the cobbler's wife, who both cried out and spilled some coffee on the ground. Aida quickly returned to the middle of the street and escaped at the last moment, instantly drenched in sweat.


“Look where you're going!”Afifa shouted indignantly. “She needs glasses,” said one woman, laughing.


“I'll buy them for her at the grocer's,” a neighbor replied.


“She's gone mad!” shouted a portly woman whom Aida didn't know.


“She's having trouble with her hormones.”


“Next thing you know, she'll be wearing red shorts.” “Karim's changed, too—and not for the better.” “He's losing his marbles.”


“When old folk lose it just before the end, it's like a fart from the dearly departing,” someone else shouted. “It upsets the mourners and drives away the angels who have come to fetch their soul, leaving only the devil! And that's...” Laughter drowned out the rest of the woman's words.


Aida couldn't place the voice, but a knot formed in her stomach. Could bicycle riding really spark such hatred? People laughed at her in other streets, but this was the first time she had heard such nasty remarks. This was hatred. Where did it come from? What did she take from them by loving Karim or riding a bike? Hadn't Karim lived lonely among them for decades? Had he wanted one of those women, he would have told her. Had envy led to hatred or had hatred been lurking in their souls for a long time before finally finding an outlet?


Karim felt goosebumps crawl down his back. He wanted to stop and rebuke the women. Harsh words prickled in his throat, wanting out but not being allowed. His throat hurt from the effort of restraining them. But he walked on silently, mechanically holding on to the saddle. When the laughter died away, he loosened his grip and ran alongside Aida to the end of the street. He stopped there while Aida circled Monastery Square. When she came back to him, she called out, “Stay there! I'll do one on my own and be right back.” She rang her bell and rode back more confidently. She went straight along the street and turned where it narrowed to a bottleneck. Karim had a better view of her now because she rode standing up on the pedals. She rang her bell cheerfully and pedaled boldly, still balancing above the saddle and barely touching the handlebar with her fingertips. When the women suddenly jumped in front of her bike, she rang her bell, stuck her tongue out at Afifa, and rode away.


“This crazy woman knows no shame… If she did, it would have choked her,” she heard Afifa call out. Finally she saw Karim with his arms stretched out wide, like Jesus on his cross, and she whispered, “I love you with every beat of my heart.”


When she reached him, she braked slowly and dismounted with almost regal elegance. She leaned the bicycle against the wall of his house, next to the stone bench on Monastery Square, and held Karim tightly. “Thanks,” she whispered into his chest. When she looked up at him, she noticed how he was covered in sweat. His forehead gleamed and pearls of sweat hung between his wrinkles like silver music notes. He stroked her head. “You were wonderful... and brave,” he said, leaving the bike where Aida had leaned it against the wall and walking slowly with her to the square to enjoy the cool breeze in the shade. The stone bench almost glowed in the hot sun.


They sat on a stone block in the shade, and he started whistling a tune that Aida loved, but he had to stop and laugh as he remembered Afifa's expression. Aida ignored his laughter and took up whistling the tune, which sounded like a canary's song. When Karim whistled, it sounded like a squeaky old bicycle pump, or every now and again, like air escaping from a punctured balloon. Children were playing marbles nearby. They stopped, looked at the old couple, and had to laugh because they couldn't whistle while they laughed either, which made them laugh even more.


“It's no good,” said Aida. “Laughing and whistling are arch-enemies. You have to pick one or the other.”


~


Karim and Aida continued to sit on the stone for a long time. When shadows started to lengthen, they moved to the more comfortable bench outside the wall of Karim's garden. They talked, laughed, whistled, and kissed. A boy with red hair and a bright face full of freckles nudged his playmate who was aiming a marble. “Look, look, they're crazy,” he said, but the other boy took no notice. His mother had long ago told him so, and he preferred to concentrate on his target, which was about three meters away. “They're as old as our grandparents and they're kissing like they do in the movies.” The other kid hit the marble and jumped up shouting in excitement, startling his friend.


The shout also startled Karim out of his kiss. “Stay here, I'll be right back,” he whispered to Aida and went into the house through the wooden garden door. He soon returned with a tray filled with two glasses, a bottle of arak, a glass carafe of water and ice cubes, and a bowl of salted peanuts.


The carafe was misted over and the ice cubes tinkled like distant bells with every step he took. Aida looked at him and fell in love once more with this generous, grateful lover of life.


They toasted the successful baptism by fire and put their glasses down on the tray.


“And now they're having a drink,” said the redhaired boy. The other still didn't pay him any attention as he aimed at a marble—he didn't want to break his streak of good luck.


The last children ran home as the sun went down behind the houses, some skipping and jumping like foals. Aida and Karim watched in silence as dusk began to dim the colors of the houses and the green of the monastery ruins. Twilight drew its dark cloak over the world, meeting with no resistance save for a few tiny isolated lights in the dark body of the city. “I'm hungry,” Aida said, looking at her beloved and adding, “and afterward let's play the oud for an hour or so.”


Karim went first. Today he particularly wanted to spoil Aida and cook her favorite dish—baked kibbeh. He took the tray with the arak bottle, the empty carafe, and the glasses. Aida pushed her bike through the door into the courtyard where the bike shed stood.


Karim started whistling again, this time an old song that he had been hoping to coax out of the oud with Aida's help. In the kitchen he thought about how difficult he found it to pluck the oud strings precisely with the quill, while keeping the fingers of his left hand pressed firmly enough in the correct position on the strings.


Aida had given him an oud as a present. He had tried several instruments before finding just the right one. She showed him how to sit and hold the oud so that it would not slip away. Every day she trained his fingers and he learned how to hold down the strings and produce clear notes.


Karim marveled at Aida's knowledge. Not only did she seem to know everything about how an oud was made, she also knew all about its history.


“Prior to Islam the oud had three pairs of strings,” she told him on the first day. “Then, in the seventh or eighth century, a fourth pair was added. At that time, each pair was associated with a humor and an element, and so the strings were colored accordingly. The uppermost string was yellow, for yellow bile and fire, the second one red, for blood and air, the next one white, for phlegm and water, and the last one black, for black bile and earth. Later on, in the ninth century, a fifth pair was added for the soul. Only the soul can unite the four humors in music.”


“And what color is the soul?” Karim asked.


“That pair of strings was left transparent,” Aida said, “for the soul is changeable and beyond our grasp.”


“But I can grasp my soul,” Karim replied, pulling Aida to him and kissing her, “and I can even kiss it,” he added. She laughed.


“How am I supposed to teach such a lovesick student properly? Let's get back to our exercises.” She tried hard to inject some severity into her voice but her laugh bubbled through again.


Every day Karim would practice patiently, but compared to Aida's playing, his simple exercises sounded painfully bad. He decided to take it in good humor, as it was worthwhile just to have Aida as a patient, caring, modest teacher. He still hoped to learn how to play the oud properly someday. He had to smile when a little inner devil suddenly held up a sign in front of his eyes that said: the hopeless feed on illusion.


But even devils can make mistakes.


 









2


At Memory's Gate


Damascus-Beirut-Heidelberg-Rome, spring 1970-summer 2010


One summer day in 2010, Salman Baladi decided to return to Damascus. Forty years, two months, and seventeen days had passed since he had left Syria in 1970 on fake travel documents. It took him another six months to check out the situation thoroughly. He wanted to be sure that there was no warrant still out for his arrest. He'd read of cases where impatience, a desperate yearning to return to the land where you were born, or secret service tricks had led to the arrest of expatriates the moment they stepped off the plane, and to their confinement in a hell of torture and disgrace. Some did not survive. Other paid millions to escape. That's why Salman took his time double-checking everything, but it was difficult to do from Rome.


It wasn't until December, when he was certain that the secret service had nothing against him, that he boarded a flight out of Rome, his second home. His wife, Stella, and their fifteen-year-old son, Paolo, didn't want to come with him. Salman was fine with that. He wanted to return to the arms of his beloved city of Damascus in the same way he had left—alone and able to move about freely, without having to take care of any companions, explaining and translating everything for them.


Stella noticed how much the trip to Damascus preoccupied Salman. A general amnesty for all past political offenses had been proclaimed in January 2010. The government hoped to encourage new investment by enticing rich émigrés back to their homeland. The prime minister confirmed the amnesty in July, thwarting any rumors to the contrary that might prevent successful Syrians from returning. “Any official arresting one of our brothers at the airport,” he declared emphatically from his podium, “or bothering them anywhere else shall be dismissed on the spot. The returning brothers are guests of His Excellency.” The wily prime minister knew his fellow countrymen only too well—arrests outside the airport would have instantly set off a wave of scandal and contempt. Salman followed the prime minister's remarks live on satellite TV. The speech relieved—somewhat—his suspicions about claims made by the Syrian government.


During this time, Salman kept up his routine, going every day to his office on Via Principe Amedeo and working steadily as usual. But since June, he had begun to retreat each evening to his study, where he would listen to Arabic music and spend hours on the phone. To Stella's and Paolo's delight, he cooked more Damascene dishes than ever before, but apart from that he barely had time for them. He stopped accompanying Stella when she visited her parents in Trieste, attended birthday parties, or met friends at bars or restaurants. Their common friends in Rome increasingly asked about him. When they last met in October, Carlo, the goldsmith, had shouted to Stella, “Tell His Highness that we miss him a lot. With all respect to Damascus, he lives in Rome and we Romans also have a claim on him.” Carlo wasn't pretending. With his charm and wit, Salman was the life and soul of the evening gatherings that took place at least once a week.


He was also missed at his favorite restaurants. The owner of New Station on Giuseppe Parini Street even asked anxiously if Salman had stopped dining there because he was mad at him for some reason. Stella reassured Giuseppe that Salman missed him—and his restaurant, too. But forty years had gone by since Salman had seen Syria. He wanted to visit his home country again, and the trip would not be easy. Stella felt a certain pride in Salman's being missed by so many people. His company, Oasi, had headquarters in Rome, with branches in Milan and Ancona. It had become Italy's largest importer of foods from Arab countries as well as an exporter of Italian specialties to the rich Gulf countries, where the company had two large branches in Kuwait and Dubai.


More and more Italians were curious about foods from the neighboring Middle East, while more and more wealthy Arabs were keen on imbibing in Italy's famous cuisine.


Despite an economic crisis in Italy that had generally decreased trade, Salman was satisfied with sales. He had been renting two stalls in Nuovo Mercato Esquilino since 2001, when the large indoor market first opened. Run by four diligent employees, the stalls turned over more profit than ever before. Salman's ambition was to create additional branches in Florence, Bologna, Naples, Turin, Palermo, and Trieste, as well as in other Arab capitals. He had entrusted the plans to a firm of investment consultants, but that spring he put them on ice. His trip to Damascus came first.


~


From that June until December when he left for Damascus, Salman spent more and more time thinking back on his childhood and youth in Syria. He listened to songs he remembered on CDs or YouTube, but they were all over forty years old. He couldn't stand any of the current Arab music.


He got himself a large notebook and jotted down events and names of people who had been part of his previous life—friends, relatives, rivals he had lost track of, places and people he most wanted to see again. His memory started working at full tilt.


What was memory, really? As he wrote, he often crossed things out, and he realized that reducing his recollections to entries in an archive oversimplified them. After days of writing, he began to see memory as an invisible city, home to entertainment districts, secret lairs and repair shops of all kinds. Memory had a cemetery, a morgue, a crematorium, temples for the saints, a museum, dungeons for the hated, a boiler to bring heat and life back to old experiences, gardens to be watered and tended or neglected, and dark rooms better feared and avoided. It even had supermarkets for all the glittery rubbish, lies, and legends that he'd believed to be true when he was growing up at home, at school, and at church. He had stored them in this memory-mart and they had influenced his thinking without his conscious knowledge. It reminded him of a German proverb—Lies have short legs. Overhearing Paolo watch a football match on television in his room, he wrote in his notebook—Lies have short legs, but they score goals!


Despite all the scientific advances in Salman's lifetime, the workings of this strange memory-city were still as unfathomable as the ocean depths. One could forget a particular event for one year or even forty—Time wipes away all traces. But then, through the death of a loved one, an unexpected encounter with a person or place, or even just a fragrance, something happened and it all came flooding back. Salman suspected that his nose was his key to the gate of countless memories. The mere scent of a street in Rome was enough to summon a movie-like replay of an event that had taken place on his own street decades ago.


Salman had forgotten most of his eventful past in Syria, and he lived happily in Rome with his family. But he never forgot why he had left his country illegally: The shooting, the badly injured policeman with his eyes pleading for mercy... the flight and the threat of arrest that he had escaped at the last moment—they all haunted his nightmares, almost nightly during his first years in exile, but less and less as time passed.


In those early years away from Syria, his parents came to visit him every now and again, first in Heidelberg. But his father didn't feel comfortable in that old romantic city on the Neckar River, nor later in Rome. But his mother, Sophia, loved his friendly neighbors in both cities, and she was especially curious about their customs and cuisine. When Salman would suggest an Arab restaurant in Heidelberg or Rome, she'd reply, “I didn't come here to eat Arab food. I can do that in Damascus.”


More inquisitive than an ethnologist, she observed the ways of life of the Germans and the Italians. She wanted to know in detail how they ate, laughed, had fun, married, and got divorced. Then one day Sophia showed up in the cemetery at the burial of one of his neighbors, dressed in black and weeping sorrowfully, although she had never met the deceased woman—not even once. When Salman asked his mother about it, she said, “I'm crying for my dead friends, for me since I've been separated from you, and for this suffering humanity that does not understand death.”


His father, Yusuf, however, always remained in Salman's apartment, just sitting there with an expression like he'd recently eaten something that didn't agree with him. He was too frightened to go out anywhere alone, as if the Mafia were lying in wait for him on every street corner. Only when Stella invited him to join them did the old gentleman reluctantly do so, but he let it be known that it was only as a favor to her. He would mumble and grumble quietly in Arabic so that Stella couldn't hear how he missed his favorite café and his friends and his daily paper. Plus he found neither German nor Italian cooking to his liking.


Later on, Salman's father suffered a mild heart attack, which served him as a plausible excuse for refusing to travel anywhere. He was normally in good health. But as soon as his wife began talking about her son and about Rome, he went to bed and wouldn't get up for days. Once, his mother told Salman on the phone, laughing, that whenever she wanted to calm her husband down she would tell him she had just been inquiring about cheap last-minute flights to Rome. His father would immediately start running a measurable temperature, and she would be left in peace to visit her girlfriends in Damascus without her grumbling shadow.


Salman's connection to Damascus was weakened even more by his father's heart attack. It became limited to just one phone call a month, which always touched on the same things: what his mother was cooking, whom she had been to see, who was involved in a scandal, who had gotten married or divorced, or who had died. Salman often laughed until he cried during these phone calls with his mother. She was charming and funny, and had an inexhaustible supply of rumors and anecdotes on hand. Even so, the years that slept in his memory were not awakened by these phone calls.


Then, in January 2010, came the general amnesty for all politically motivated crimes. In March, the Syrian ambassador in Rome—Hassan Kadur, a very nice gentleman—once again inquired in Damascus whether any charges were still open against Salman. The answer came back in the negative. But despite the fact that the ambassador was extremely bright and worldly-wise, Salman was reluctant to meet with him in the Syrian embassy on the Piazza d'Aracoeli. Instead he invited him to the nearby upscale Gran Caffè Roma, which served delicious dishes and where they could talk in peace and quiet—without fear of being overheard.


Salman was taking no risks. He might have a German passport, but what good was that to him under a dictatorship? He recalled the story of the student and social worker Elisabeth Käsemann, who, before the eyes of the world in 1977, was arrested by the Argentinian secret services, tortured, and murdered. People were incensed by her death, but German politicians were unable to do anything for her. Salman knew of similar cases in Chile, Cuba, Brazil, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia. The moment people were arrested they were absolutely isolated, and the dictatorship that held them prisoner and tortured them ended up being dutifully courted by both East and West.


Fear sat deep in Salman's bones.


He asked his mother to contact his cousin on his father's side, Elias, and ask him to make inquiries in Damascus. After a week, Elias was able to assure them that in none of the fifteen departments of the secret service, and at none of the country's border posts, was there anything recorded against Salman. Elias would know—he was a senior officer in the secret service himself.


After Salman received this final reassurance, memories of his years in Damascus and his escape from Syria became so vivid that it seemed as if everything had happened only days ago.
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Flight


Damascus, South Lebanon, Beirut 1960-1970


Images of events from decades ago flickered across Salman's mind like a well-preserved documentary. He remembered just how the moment of his escape from Syria tasted, how he breathed a sigh of relief as the shared taxi passed through the checkpoint on the Syrian-Lebanese border. The taxi driver assured the Syrian border policeman that everything was in order and handed over the passports of his four passengers. In the front, a corpulent lady sat wreathed in silence and a bad mood. She wore sunglasses and stared through the windshield, unmoving like a plaster statue, for the entire two-hour drive, without saying a word to either the taxi driver or her fellow passengers. Salman sat in the back by the right-hand window, next to a little old man who fell into a deep sleep as soon as people stopped talking to him. When the man woke up, he would curse the weakness of his advancing years and promptly fall asleep again. A dark-skinned, serious-looking Palestinian sat behind the driver.


Salman could hardly breathe. His heart raced. Although his passport was a skillful forgery, he was still afraid because he knew that—although there was no way of checking passports electronically at the time—border police had their own effective methods for identifying forged passports. But his worries proved unfounded. The policeman was friends with the taxi driver and took care of things himself without handing in the passports to the checkpoint in the building. In Syria, arbitrariness and a low sense of duty—even if they didn't often couple—could make all the difference when they did.


The policeman was dark-haired and stocky. Salman's heart pounded as he observed him—a Bedouin, he thought when he recognized the three blue dots on the man's chin, nose, and cheek. It was a primitive tattoo worn especially by all Bedouins. Bored, the man leafed through the passports, looking repeatedly inside the car and whispering the names to himself as he did so. Then he returned the passports to the driver and asked, “And what's for dessert?”


“Mandur—the best chocolate!” the driver replied slickly.


“Good, but God help you if you forget it!” the policeman said, waving the next car in the queue toward him. The taxi driver accelerated away, and when he was at a safe distance he commented, “Since he stopped smoking he's been addicted to chocolate. Before, a carton of American cigarettes used to cost me three dollars at the Beirut docks. Now a box of Mandur chocolates costs ten Lebanese lira—that's three dollars, too! That lousy Bedouin only likes Lebanese chocolates.” Then he added, “Didn't I promise you folks you'd have a smooth ride with me? Sometimes passengers complain that I charge two lira more, but isn't that better than sweltering for an hour in the sun while they examine your passports inside?” With these words he waved at the Lebanese border police and drove on past them into Lebanon.


Salman looked back as the Syrian border guard slowly receded from view. He would have loved to shout out, “You're not gonna get me, you sons of bitches!” but he thought of the old man next to him who appeared to have fallen asleep again and didn't want to startle him. The woman hadn't spoken a word either during the whole passport control. The grim Palestinian now revealed himself to be a ladies' hairdresser. He told a long-winded tale about how he wanted to get a visa for Canada because ladies' hairdressers were much in demand there. He had paid two hundred dollars for this information, and the head of the hairdressers' guild had even given him a letter of recommendation.


Even the fool is thought wise as long as he keeps quiet, thought Salman as the taxi driver laughed and said with a sneer, “Sure, because it's so cold in Canada that all the ladies' hair stands on end.” Salman forgot his own worries and had to laugh at the Palestinian's naivete. “Boy oh boy,” the taxi driver said to himself. “If you'd thrown two hundred one-dollar bills out the window, you might just have made a hundred kids happy.” The young Palestinian fell prey once again to his gnawing doubts and put the mask of his bad mood back on. The taxi driver retreated into his own thoughts, smoked out the window, and gave Salman a searching glance every now and then in his rearview mirror. Salman closed his eyes and pretended to sleep, taking refuge in his memories.


~


Flight is like a fate, an omen, a constant companion in Arab culture. Jews begin their calendar with the creation of the world, according to rabbinical tradition in the year 3761 BC. Christians begin their calendar with the birth of Christ. But in Islam, the calendar is connected to the flight of the Prophet Muhammad from Mecca to Medina, which saved both his life and his mission. No attempt to reset the Muslim calendar to either the Prophet's birth or death has ever succeeded.


“Flight is beginning again. Flight is hope,” Salman thought. “Flight is wisdom, and wisdom is often mistaken for cowardice.” Now this same flight had helped him to cheat death.


So far, his life had been a chain of emigrations and separations. His mother had told him how he was born in 1945 on Baghdad Street, where she and his father, Yusuf, had been living. Three weeks later, his family had to flee Damascus because Musa Bandar, a gang boss, had threatened Salman's father that his goldsmith's shop would be raided and he would be killed if he didn't pay “protection” money.


So they fled to Aleppo where Yusuf was able to quickly open a new goldsmith's shop, with the help of his relatives. The well-to-do Baladis had been goldsmiths or merchants for centuries, and Yusuf worked there successfully for four years. They only returned to Damascus with their son after the criminal Musa Bandar was shot and killed by the police. For the next six years they lived in a little house in the modern al-Salihiya district. There Salman attended a Catholic school that he liked, and where his charm won over friends and hearts. But then his father bought the big patrician house on Misk Street in the Old City, near the exclusive Lazarist school, so that ten-year-old Salman had to start again as a complete stranger.


A theater lover in the wrong place


The French Order of Lazarists was founded in Paris in 1625 to help the poor, but in Damascus it was one of four exclusive schools for the sons of the wealthy.


Since the 1950s, the school had been run by Josef Ata—a Lebanese priest, a well-known theologian, and a strict but just man. From teachers and pupils alike he insisted on the same respect that he accorded them. Father Josef did not shrink from owning up to his errors and asking for forgiveness before his assembled pupils and teachers. In Arab culture it was considered tantamount to a miracle when anyone in power admitted to errors. As early as the 1960s, he had managed to attract to the school the best teachers in the country, and one of these was Father Michel Kosma. He taught ethics and rhetoric, and he had studied theater and philosophy in Paris in his youth. After falling hopelessly and catastrophically in love with a young actress, Kosma retreated forever into a theological shell. In 1956, he joined the Order of Lazarists in Paris and became a priest. Shortly afterward, he returned home to Damascus.


Father Michel was a gifted producer and director, and soon the senior students were putting on world-class plays that delighted audiences. Salman brought passion and enthusiasm to his acting. He learned to speak clearly and confidently, and to use facial expression and gesture. Father Michel treated him as he would his own brother. He called him mon petit cousin. At first Salman thought it was a nice joke, but later his father told him that their greatgrandfathers had been brothers. Father Michel recruited senior students from the Sacré Coeur girls' school to play the female roles. He warned his pubescent students to treat the girls with consideration at all times. “Because they're being brave and also because they're your guests,” he would repeat time and time again. But the boys' hormone-fueled brains saw only willing objects of their desires in the ripening young females, so that erotic romances kept blossoming, until the catastrophe of 1963.


One year prior to Salman's graduation, Father Michel suffered a bitter defeat. A pale female student from a powerful Christian family fell prey to the blind lust of a horny boy who would almost have raped her, had an attendant not come to her rescue at the very last minute. Maximus IV, then the patriarch of the Catholic Church, immediately banned theater at the Lazarist school, without granting the priest a hearing. Kosma was severely reprimanded and suspended from all his duties for a year. Salman often visited him in his room, a Spartan cell with a cot and a small shabby table. Father Michel cried like an abandoned child.


After his cousin's punishment and suffering, Salman lost any inclination to be at the Lazarist school, but another teacher came to his rescue. He was a young French priest named François Semeux, and he taught physics. He would visit Father Michel every day and was the only one who could make him laugh.


He started to look after Salman as if he had been ordered to do so by Father Michel himself. Unlike Salman's cousin, Father François was a left-wing radical. He supplied Salman with French books and discussed films and novels with him. Physics was his passion, but he was widely read and well versed in world literature.


Salman's friendship with the young Father François was sealed with a book of plays by Jean Genet. The two started meeting more often, went for long walks, and talked about everything under the sun. Just like Genet, Semeux was on the side of the weak. He confided to Salman that he had entered religious life so as not to have to carry a weapon. At the time, it was impossible to avoid military service in France, and any attempt to do so carried a prison sentence. Just like Genet, Semeux was also in favor of independence for the colonies, especially for Algeria.


Semeux lent Salman books on socialism and debated with him at length. They would read the writings of Saint-Simon, Camus, Sartre, and the great classics of the Enlightenment. Salman lapped it all up and felt deeply indignant at the injustices in the world, but he could not yet imagine doing anything about it himself.


One night, on his way home, Salman saw a man sitting next to a trash bin outside a villa, eating food scraps that he had salvaged. Salman could not believe his eyes. He went up to the man and found out that in two days' begging he had received nothing and so he had been unable to eat. He was a farmer who had fled to the city to escape his debt. Salman gave him all the money that he had in his pocket and hurried away. That Sunday, his parents were entertaining business guests at home, with champagne, wine, and dishes of the finest delicacies. For the first time ever, Salman felt a deep aversion toward his father and his well-to-do family. He couldn't sleep that night.


~


In March 1963, after barely eighteen months of democracy, the Syrian army took power in a coup and declared a state of emergency. Among those involved were several factions fighting for the upper hand. Gradually, an unassuming air-force officer named Hafiz al-Assad emerged from the shadows to become the sinister new leader of the country. He could boast neither charm nor eloquence, but he was secretive, brutal, and a master conspirator.


In his heart of hearts, Salman became a socialist, but he wanted nothing to do with the Syrian Communist party. He believed it answered to Moscow, was corrupt, and just like the government, was led by a clan. The Communist party gradually became the Bakdash family's private enterprise. It was subject to both the Syrian regime and to Moscow at once. But along with his friends, Salman believed that selfless fighters were needed to topple the Syrian dictatorship by force.


At the university Salman studied mathematics and physics, but he also attended philosophy and history lectures. He studied in order to avoid the compulsory, brutal two-year national service. As long as he was in school, he was exempt. Also, he needed time to decide what he wanted to do with his life.


At the end of June 1967, shortly after the devastating defeat of the Arab states by Israel, Salman joined the armed underground movement with four friends and his cousin Elias, who had just turned seventeen. The purpose was to overthrow the Syrian regime. The overwhelming majority of Arabs believed that their defeat had been caused less by the strength of Israel than by the incompetence of the Arab governments, which had specialized in humiliating their own peoples. However, few members of the opposition were ready to sacrifice their lives to oust these regimes. Salman was one of the minority who was willing to be a martyr, if it came to that. From that moment on he was officially at arms and on the run.


Beirut—the Swiss mirage


The taxi driver honked his horn at a colleague driving past in the opposite direction. Salman opened his eyes and looked out of the window. His glance wandered over the green hills, where the apple trees were in full bloom. He breathed in their scent and thought that freedom smelled like apple blossoms. And for a moment he forgot all about exile and being on the run.


Lebanon was still at peace that spring. The civil war would not start for another five years, in 1975, and then rage for fifteen more. This little country on the Mediterranean was called “the Switzerland of the Middle East” for its banks and snow-capped mountains, its free European lifestyle, and its neutrality in political conflicts. This description was popular, but inaccurate. It was a slogan, invented for helpless people groping for the first available signpost to safety. Lebanon was nothing like Switzerland in either its attractions or flaws. And Beirut, the great beating heart of that little country, bore no resemblance to any Swiss city. Compared to Beirut, Zurich was a neat little family hotel with a bank, a boutique, and a restaurant on the ground floor. Beirut was a planet with its own laws—or no laws at all. The city extended its generous hospitality to all: the innocent and the guilty, beggars and billionaires, pacifists and weapons dealers and drug barons alike. No other city in the Arab world printed as many books as Beirut. Most of them were meant for other Arab countries and made their way to their destinations legally or illegally, with the help of courageous tourists, dealers, taxi drivers, and passengers.


At that time, the opposition parties from every Arab country were active in Beirut. They agitated against the dictators in their respective countries and were more often than not financed by other dictators. Here people could live well under the radar, provided they studiously avoided treading on the toes of any of the more than twenty secret services operating in Beirut. The CIA, KGB, Mossad, and agents from Arab secret services were long-term guests in the city, which also played host to over ten armed Palestinian organizations.


Salman's own knowledge of Lebanon came from an illegal visit to a guerrilla training camp three years earlier. Germans and Japanese also trained there, alongside Palestinians and other Arabs.


At the time, Salman had gone to the Palestinians with a small group of Syrian men and women—for weapons training and to learn how to live and operate as an underground movement; in short, how to move “like a fish in water” among the “popular masses,” as Mao had put it. Most of the fighters were former students who had read Mao, Ho Chi Minh, and Che Guevara, and wanted to imitate these revolutionaries.


At that time, Salman had lived quietly under an assumed name in a Palestinian camp in southern Lebanon. In the camp there was an atmosphere of cold mistrust among the various groups, and contact with strangers was strictly forbidden. The trainers were brutal, primitive sadists. The whole thing was more like a prison camp than a place where the idealistic project of a free future was being forged.


And now, several years later, here he was back in Lebanon, with false papers again—this time not to learn how use weapons and explosives, but simply to survive. This time he would be able to live at his Aunt Amalia's place. His mother, Sophia, had contacted him by roundabout means and informed him that if he got out of Syria alive, Aunt Amalia would gladly take him in. This surprised him because, while Aunt Amalia liked his mother, she was not at all on good terms with her brother, Salman's father.


Aunt Amalia and the three rebellions


The root cause for the hostilities lay more than thirty years in the past. Amalia had married the man she loved, not the man deemed suitable by her mother, her father, and her two brothers—Salman's father, Yusuf, and Uncle Anton, Elias' father. She had met Said Bustani at the university. Both had been studying literature and philosophy. He was Lebanese, highly gifted but from a poor family, and—as if that wasn't enough—an Evangelical. Salman's father never used this word. He used to say “Protestant” with his lips pressed together, as if to indicate that such people were poor ignorant Arab Christians who had been led astray by American and German missionaries. And although Amalia was a few years older than her brothers Yusuf and Anton, their opinions carried more weight than her own.


Sophia always used to say that Amalia embodied three revolutions. A woman who studied in the 1940s and who also smoked and drank was one revolution; then when she went and married the man that she—and not her family—wanted, that was the second revolution; and when this man was not even a Syrian Catholic but a Jew, a Muslim or, even worse, a Protestant, well, that was the third revolution.


Amalia's well-to-do Baladi family was ashamed of her. Honor killing never crossed their minds, but they treated their disloyal daughter as if she simply did not exist. This was even more humiliating than killing her, since her death as a martyr to love would have elevated her to a shining legend and caused much mourning in wealthy, enlightened Christian circles. But the Baladis would then have been regarded as heartless, primitive criminals. The clan was at pains to deny this triumph to their rebel. The family's ultimate disdain was, however, their refusal to even acknowledge their daughter's existence. One week after eloping with Said, Amalia was cast out from her family, dispossessed, and forgotten. Nobody was allowed to talk about her, or to name any daughter after her.


Amalia was unimpressed with all this. She loved her Said. He was a fine man. He became a professor at the American University in Beirut and wrote several books on philosophy, causing a sensation each time. Once he was even charged with blasphemy, but in liberal Lebanon he was acquitted. The accusation itself was the best possible advertising for the book, which ran to twenty editions over three years. When Salman read the book, he found the dedication very moving: For Amalia, the woman from a worthy future.


Aunt Amalia herself became an English teacher. Her only heartache was that she and her husband had had no children, although she loved them. The Baladi family in Damascus noted this with glee—superstitious as they were, they ascribed Amalia's childlessness to the curse that her mother had uttered while donating candles and incense to the Virgin Mary, so that she might cause her daughter's ovaries to wither and become unfruitful. Sophia laughed at that. “As if the Virgin hasn't anything better to do than cause ovaries to wither!” she cried.


When Aunt Amalia came to Damascus, she would stay with the family of friends. Salman's mother would invite her out to restaurants, but never to her home. That was forbidden. Amalia knew her brother, and she could understand her sister-in-law's attitude. However, when Salman and his mother came to Beirut, Amalia always wanted to welcome them into her home, but such visits were few and far between. It was only later that Salman learned both his mother and several other women in the family had tried in vain to convince Amalia's parents to reconcile with her. Even after George Baladi died in 1944, his irascible widow still refused to forgive her daughter. “No wonder,” Aunt Amalia recalled, “that she suffocated on her own mucus during a fit of anger.”


Later Amalia's husband came into money through an inheritance and bought the roomy apartment on Pasteur Street, in the middle of the beautiful Old City, the liveliest quarter of Beirut.


He died suddenly in January 1965, after a short illness. Amalia mourned the loss of her husband all her life, but she locked her grief away in her heart and lived alone as a widow in her spacious apartment. She had a generous widow's pension and resigned from her job. Free of all obligations, she was finally able to do what she had always dreamed of: reading, painting, and traveling. She always wore black. It kept away flies and lustful rats, she would explain ironically.


But Amalia had stipulated in her will that she was to be laid out in her coffin wearing a white wedding dress, as it was her wish to marry Said again in the hereafter.


Salman climbed out of the shared Syrian taxi in central Castle Square, took his suitcase, and waved down another cab. “Eleven Pasteur Street,” he told the driver. He was curious to meet Aunt Amalia, whom he had not seen for years. He had no idea that his life would undergo a radical turnaround at his widowed aunt's home.
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Aunt Amalia and the Great Crisis


Beirut, summer 1970


An oasis of tranquility


After the strains of surviving in the underground, evading arrest, and being pursued by the secret service and its informers, Salman's first few days in Beirut were a welcome relief. He had felt like a hunted animal, every captured friend, every betrayed bit of information shaking the ground beneath his feet and tightening a noose around his neck.


In the winter of 1969, his rebel group was crushed in a fierce battle south of Aleppo. Its leaders foolishly had thrown strategy and tactics overboard and provoked a direct confrontation with a giant army. The few surviving fighters fled in all directions. From then on, his cell of two women and three men wandered cross-country. But in an olive grove near Homs, they were drawn into an ambush and surrounded. Although wounded, Salman somehow got away. The two brave women died in a storm of gunfire, one partisan was captured and executed, another wounded and beaten to death in the vehicle on the way back to Damascus.


Salman wandered about aimlessly, lack of food tormenting him more than the wound in his right shoulder. Hunger clawed its way into his innards like a wild cat, scratching and screaming for bread. He dug for roots in the barren landscape, but whatever he found was inedible. He drank from streams to quiet the beast in his stomach and dragged himself on. One day he found a lone wild apple tree and, in great pain from his infected shoulder, picked and devoured a few apples. Then he sat down in the shade and thought about the disaster that had befallen his group. Why had they failed? He had no answers. He picked a few more apples and set off again, with a single thought—to shoot himself if he was threatened with capture. He started running until, exhausted and weakened from loss of blood, he collapsed.


When he came to, he was in a dark room, his shoulder heavily bandaged. A farmer had dug the bullet out and hidden him, risking the death penalty for saving a “terrorist's” life. Salman asked him why he had rescued him. The farmer answered that he had lost his wife because nobody was there to help her. While he was out working in the fields, his wife had fallen off a ladder while cleaning the windows and cut herself on a broken window pane. Alone, she had bled to death. “When I came home in the evening, she was gone,” he said. He had found Salman lying on the dirt path, bleeding, just like his wife that time in the kitchen. Salman had been lucky; the bullet hadn't gone in deeply, and he had been able to dig it out easily.


Salman's stay at the farmer's passed quickly. His only memory was the strong fragrance of thyme all around. Once he recovered, Salman gave the farmer his Kalashnikov rifle, his pistol, and his expensive compass. Three weeks later, Samad, the farmer, took him via various back roads to his brother, who was a printer in Damascus. But unlike Samad, his brother was both bold and mercenary. In exchange for a gold chain and an expensive Swiss watch that Salman had been given by his parents for his graduation, the printer got him a forged passport and handed him two hundred dollars as pocket money, as well as a few hundred Syrian lira for travel expenses. The watch alone was worth more than five thousand dollars, but Salman had no choice because he had to leave the country quickly. Being stingy or petty could cost him his life.


~


Staying at Aunt Amalia's allowed him to get his strength back. Embodying Arab hospitality, Amalia refrained from bothering her nephew with any questions for the first three days. But she spoiled him, and he made it easy for her with his gratitude and his charming, humorous, self-deprecating way of talking with her about his failures, catastrophes, and other painful experiences. Always outspoken, she pointed out that he owed his witty and brave personality to his mother. His father—her brother Yusuf—never demonstrated even the slightest inkling of humor as a child, teenager, or adult, and had snuck through life in the shadow of others. He was a tortured soul who could neither find, nor spread, peace. As his sister, she knew that firsthand.


Her apartment on the third floor was quiet and roomy, with a balcony from which Salman could look out at the harbor and the open sea. He never met the neighbors because he spent as little time as possible on the stairs, as a safety measure. Day after day, all he heard was Aunt Amalia's voice and her laughter. She laughed loud, long, and often, which was completely at odds with her widow's attire. He also found her accent strange because, although she had been born and raised in Damascus, she spoke with a Beiruti dialect. When Salman asked her why, she told him, “I want nothing to do with the Damascene dialect. It reminds me of my family, but the Beiruti dialect is connected with my love for Said and my escape from the clan.”


Amalia looked like an Arab woman from North Africa. Unlike his father or his uncle Anton who had straight hair and light skin, a small nose, and thin lips, Amalia had a lion's mane of thick, grizzled, frizzy hair on her powerful head. Her large eyes, full lips, and dark skin gave her an alluring beauty. “I'm sure I'm the result of a secret love affair my mother had with an African,” she was fond of saying, laughing aloud as if to proclaim her pride in her African relations.


Salman had hardly known his aunt, but her warmhearted openness soon broke the ice. It didn't take long for him to trust her, and although he had not planned to, he began to confide in her. Eager for details, she praised his courage, his ideals and readiness to risk his life for them, and the fact that he had given up the security of an academic career to fight for freedom. But she also told him bluntly that his underground activities reminded her of children playing cowboys and Indians. Only this time lives were at stake, which made it all the more stupid. Forty years later, Salman still remembered how shocked he had been at her words.


A painful awakening


At around three in the afternoon, Aunt Amalia woke him gently out of his siesta. The smell of cardamom and mocha filled the air. They sat on the balcony and drank the strong coffee. Amalia wished to be candid with him. Looking out to the sea, she said that if she had a son, she would talk to him in exactly the same way, not holding anything back but also without any obligation for him to accept what she said. She lit a cigarette, exhaled, and watched the blue smoke disappear into the equally blue distance. “A completely different force is needed to overthrow the regime in Damascus.” She grieved for all the young men and women who stood up so naively to face the cold-blooded killers of the Syrian special forces and secret services, and sacrificed their lives. Her best Lebanese friend had lost her only son in the fighting in the mountains. He had taken the name of Ali Che—in honor of Che Guevara—and, like his idol, had been captured and executed in cold blood.


Salman stroked her hand as a faint smile flitted across her face, followed by tears. “All these young people like you and Ali,” she said sadly. “They all want a revolution so that we can live like human beings, in freedom and dignity. But they all die young, maybe as favorites of the gods, before a revolution led by a new gang of professional criminals can defeat the old, worn out ones. It was ever so—and so it shall remain.” She looked into his eyes. “Listen carefully, son, nothing will ever change as long as rebellion is meant only to achieve social or political change. Your naïve fighters level mountains with tremendous self-sacrifice and pave wide roads with the tears of hope, only for criminals to drive up and enter the capital amid flags and fanfare, soon to be so intoxicated by the cheering, foolish crowds as to believe themselves to be gods.
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