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Praise for

   VOICES OF THE LOST
Winner of the International Prize for Arabic Fiction

   ‘Spare and deep, Voices of the Lost captivates. Hoda Barakat is one of Lebanon’s greatest gifts to literature, and Booth allows her English audience to explore this painful and irresistible present.’ 

   amy bloom, author of white houses

   ‘Drawing on the power of testimonial, Hoda Barakat’s characters relate tales of loss, regret, and displacement. Beautifully written and filled with a raw, audacious honesty, these lost and found letters draw readers into an extraordinary embrace and refuse to let go.’ 

   diana abu-jaber, author of birds of paradise

   ‘Hoda Barakat is one of the most versatile and innovative novelists in the Arab world. Here, in a fugue of undelivered letters, she etches the portraits of a series of existential refugees, lost between countries, languages, and lives.’ 

   marilyn hacker, author of blazons

   ‘A subversive novel that examines sorrow, longing, violence, kindness, and compassion. The places may be named, but the protagonists are nameless. We love them because they are us.’

   fady joudah, author of tethered to stars

   ‘An astonishing novel, superbly translated from the original Arabic, in which grave, naked confessions are delivered by characters orbiting in motion. It is a fierce, challenging exploration of the extremities of rootlessness and desperation, rendered in a shocking clarity of voice.’

   leila aboulela, author of bird summons

   ‘Hoda Barakat’s new novel reveals to us the many faces of power, war, love and despair as destinies mysteriously intersect, and all certainties are shaken. Through these letters, we glimpse the hidden story of immigration: characters condemned to suffer for nothing more than being born in the wrong place.’

   jokha alharthi, author of celestial bodies, 
winner of the man booker international prize

  

 
  
    

Also by Hoda Barakat

   The Stone of Laughter
Disciples of Passion
The Tiller of Waters
My Master, My Love
The Kingdom of this Earth

  

  
   
    [image: ]
   

  

   


   The night last night was strange and shaken:
More strange the change of you and me.
Once more, for the old love’s love forsaken,
We went out once more toward the sea.


   algernon charles swinburne, 
‘at a month’s end’
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‌Part One

   Those Who are Lost

  

 
  
    

Dear

   Since letters must always begin with Dear, then Dear it is.

   I’ve never written a letter in my life. Not a single one. There was a letter in my mind, which I brooded over for years, rewriting it in my head again and again. But I never wrote it down. After all, my mother could hardly read, and so I expect she would have taken my letter to one of the village men with enough education to read it to her. That would have been a disaster, though! And anyway, then I learned that the village had flooded when the dam collapsed. The whole village was under water. I don’t know where the villagers went, or whether they were moved to another place. It was the latest thing in technology, the dam the president had ordered to be built to water the lands that had turned into desert. I’ve probably told you the story of the dam. I don’t remember now, and that’s not the issue anyway. No, my issue, more or less, is the letter that was circling inside my head for so long. What I always meant to do, you see, was to write to my mother about that moment when she dumped me on the train, all by myself. I was eight or nine years old. She gave me one loaf of bread and two boiled eggs. She said my uncle would be waiting for me in the city. She told me it was my job to get myself educated because I was the cleverest brother. ‘Don’t be afraid,’ she said. ‘Don’t cry.’

   But I have to admit that I was afraid. I was terrified. Alone in the world, as wild and aggressive as a little animal, ready to lash out – that’s how I felt the minute the train started moving. I wanted desperately to hurt someone; I wanted it to be someone I didn’t know, so I wouldn’t be faced with making excuses for them, and be tempted to stop. Someone I had no connection with at all, and then I could do whatever I felt like doing without any interference from my mind. Sometimes I get the feeling that my mind is my greatest enemy.

   As the train lurched into motion, a darkness came over me, like the dreary gloom of a midwinter sunset. No, I wasn’t afraid in that moment, and I didn’t cry. I simply felt myself sinking into the sour odour of eggs boiled hours before. I wanted to toss them away but I didn’t dare. It was still very early in the morning – so early that it had taken my mother some force to rouse me. But it didn’t get any lighter. The train kept moving through an unchanging half-light, as if it were in a long tunnel with no opening at the other end.

   That winter twilight lived on in my head, whatever the hour of the day. It was the darkness that falls when the sun vanishes on the horizon, the darkness that invariably makes children cry and fills true romantics with sadness – those well-meaning romantics, from Egypt’s Ihsan Abdel Quddous to Germany’s Rainer Maria Rilke. Melancholy seizes the gentle, good beings in the world and there’s no explaining its grip. When the child psychologist writes about this, she says: ‘Mothers, do not let these six o’clock crying spells alarm you. They’re only a test. A child knows instinctively that, alone and abandoned by its mother, it will certainly die. The child’s sobs are a call, a way to assure itself that its mother is still in the world. That she is here, and because she is here it will not die.’ But she – my mother – was not there. In that moment, and from then on, she was not there.

   Because you are a romantic woman and you grow sad with the sunset, and because you like getting letters written on real paper, which the postman carries in a leather bag hung on his shoulder all the way to your little metal post box, I will write you a letter. It is sure to be the only letter of my entire life, sent or received. And because this miserable sleet, half-snow, half-rain, has not let up since dawn, I will stay at home. I won’t go out in this weather. And I will write you a letter.

   Now I have to find something to fill the lines on this empty white page. I wonder what I can tell you that’s new, when it hasn’t been very long since we last met. But maybe more time has passed than I think? And, well, I don’t have a gift for turning news into stories. I never tell anyone anything very useful or interesting. People only listen to what others say because they are nosy. I talk a lot, and I go on talking as long as I can see that spark of inquisitiveness in my listener’s eyes, telling me he’s seeking out some juicy story that he thinks I might have. It won’t let go of me, this need to relay information, or my need won’t let go of whoever it is we’ve agreed to smear behind his back, my listener and I. Spiteful gossip – though we call it by other names. 

   By now you’ve realized, most likely, that everything I say is just the product of the moment, whatever happens to come out when I open my mouth. Like, I’m sitting in the café and in front of me I can see a man perched on a wooden chair, so I launch into a long commentary on the history of woodworking and what the differences are between one variety of wood and another, and the particular ways each kind is used. And then I might move on to the harm that’s being done to our planet’s forests, how love of the hamburger is denuding them and turning them into arid plains, how it is all part of the vicious greed that fuels savage capitalism and our vast multinational companies and governments, and so forth and so on. If the fellow across from me is sitting on a plastic chair, then I dive into the world of plastic, from the history of its invention as a petroleum by-product to its latest uses in the most advanced operating theatres, and on to the unique role plastics play in the world of molecular medicine, et cetera, et cetera.

   I have learned a lot since the village train station vanished behind me. I crammed my head (which my mother claimed was so clever and quick) full of things, and I did it with insatiable greed and persistence. I couldn’t be stopped. Collecting information became an urgent need. I wanted to know anything and everything, in whatever field it might be. That’s because I had empty spaces to fill, cryptic hollows like those of bulimia or addiction, where there is no explanation, no memory of why. And then – well, I might as well make the most of this storage vault of mine. Let me use my bank of knowledge to baffle my listener into silence. And why not use all of these words I have to stun women? To stun you, for example. I don’t give your mind any chance to wander free because I’m so afraid that then you might stop and think. Because I don’t want to hear – I’m not interested in hearing – anything more about you than I knew instantly in the first moment I saw you. The other reason I won’t stop talking is that I don’t want to crack open a window that lets any closeness in. Intimacy is a trap. Words muttered in lowered voices between two heads bowed close together, the confession-talk people use to break their isolation, to keep away the loneliness that crouches in the hearts of sensitive creatures who can’t stand solitude, or… A trap, a warta in the original sense of the word: a dark chasm reaching deep into the earth. That’s according to the dictionary. Fancy that!

   OK, about me. By now you’ve realized that nothing of that sort ever happens to me – or happens with me. No emotions! Unless it’s something along the lines of the hell I gave that plumber. He gave me an appointment and I waited all day but he never showed up. But I’m not even very entertaining when it comes down to it, and I won’t be able to, or wouldn’t have been able to, keep you interested. I find myself repeating stupid trivial bits of information that I’ve already told you, and it bores you to hear them again. So you begin making an effort to avoid showing how bored you are, hearing them over and over, and then I begin making an effort to avoid showing that I know you’re bored, hearing them over and over. And so it goes. But when I start again, boring you once more with all my words, actually I’m telling you something. I’m letting you know that this is all I have to offer. No hidden depths, no inner realm. So why would you stick with me? What do you find in me? With me? What do you find there?

   I know I’m a man of average looks; perhaps even that’s a bit of an exaggeration. And I can be somewhat impolite, or rough-mannered… Let’s just say that I lack polish. Like when I phone you at the last minute to cancel our date. I tell you I’m sleepy and I don’t want to go out. But I don’t even invite you to come round here instead. Calculating the time as precisely as I do, I know as I’m talking to you that you’ve probably already dressed and got completely ready to go out. I excuse myself with several loud yawns and hang up before we’ve made another plan to meet. Why wouldn’t you leave me?

   Without punishing me in any way, without so much as a cross word, you show up at our next date. Your heart as big as ever, you bring your head close to mine after our routine little kisses on the cheek. You look me in the eye, and when you blink slowly and then open your eyes wider to focus on me, it’s to show me that you really mean it when you ask, ‘How are you?’ If it looked like you were just trying to open the door to a little seduction, I would have an answer ready. ‘I haven’t been sleeping very well,’ I would tell you. But that would just be for the sake of keeping our conversation going for a pleasant hour or so, exchanging scraps of conversation about sleep and insomnia, the secrets in our dreams, and our waking fantasies about whatever.

   Soon, though, I see you circling closer, insistently, obstinately even, buzzing like a fly in the cloud of carbon dioxide that I let out with each breath. 

   You want something else, something more. You want me to complain, to you and you alone, about the reasons why I can’t sleep. Insomnia offers you a little crack in my defences that you think you can widen and then enter. If you come at me this way, you think, I might start revealing things. But why do you need all of these games? Why, when you can see so easily how smitten I am! How I break into a sweat and start breathing hard as soon as you come near enough that I catch the fragrance of your neck, sniffing at it like a baby animal. Your beauty is so radiant that it could burn me to ashes. You don’t need me in order to know how powerfully attractive you are. It’s enough for you to see that desire in other men’s eyes. Of course, you know this perfectly well, and it’s because you’re so sure in that knowledge that you always humour me like this. Someone in your position has no need of anxiety, or self-doubt, or jealousy. 

   Sometimes you are so confident in the power you hold over men, and exude it so spectacularly, that I have to distance myself. Perhaps we’re in bed; so I pick up a book. Or I ask you if you remember that gorgeous woman we encountered one time when we were together, winking at you as I speak, as if we’re guys strutting our manhood, as if I’m just reviewing my seduction skills, how easy it is to pick up pretty women. You just laugh along with me, like you’re in on the joke, without showing any anger or even the least irritation. Then you leave.

   It’s not good enough to show regret. Help me. You need to be a little more modest. Less showy. Not modest to the point of lowering yourself, only far enough to let me know you’re a little attached to me. I assume there’s no need to remind you that I grew up without a family. My father was lost to me. He fell out of the picture, maybe from nothing more than sheer neglect. As if that woman flung him out of the train window as she was flinging me inside the train.

   I don’t know how men love women. In my village, which was wiped out by the collapsed dam, there were no women who loved or were loved. There were just sexless creatures. Or I was at an age then when sex didn’t yet exist. But I do remember being ashamed of my relentless hunger, and how constantly occupied I was with trying to hide or disguise it. The only time I could forget about it was when I was at school or studying. The other boys were always swarming around, in the house or in the street, tens of them, like flies, sometimes like clouds of stinging wasps. At best, like flying cockroaches. There was nowhere to escape to. Nowhere to begin carving out a manhood, or a womanhood. Nowhere for any luxuries of that sort.

   I recall very little of that place and the people there, and what I do remember makes me sick to my stomach. Even when it comes back to me in dreams, it’s all more like a nightmare. These are places eaten away by the mange. Leper colonies. They disintegrate, falling into pieces, falling from the memory as a leper’s fingers and toes fall away from his body. Arid, brittle places sick with poverty and need, long past the opportunity for redemption. 

   Whenever I read something about how comforting it is to remember one’s childhood – all that innocence, the tenderness it arouses within you – my head swims. My nostrils fill with the stink of muddy dung heaps until I can’t breathe; my eyes cloud over with a film of dust, gummed together with that thick, persistent infectious pus that I do remember. You would need a lot more clean water than we ever had to rinse off enough of the pus to be able to force open your eyelids even for a moment, for maybe an hour or two before the flies returned in swarms, attacking and destroying, raking across your face almost as though they have claws. They were so used to being slapped away that it didn’t faze them. Is this the kind of thing you want to know? My childhood? Those years that we were taught to believe provide the entire bedrock of personality, from adolescence and beyond, the basis for the man I am today? Those happy years of one’s early life, because, of course, it’s always got to be a happy childhood, right?

   You come back to the issue of my insomnia, taking advantage of the only opening that’s been offered to you. Is this all I will get for myself, this questioning of yours? ‘You’re still not sleeping well?’ you ask. ‘Did you take my advice? That herbal infusion I told you to take, did you really drink it? All of it?’ OK, then why not go further? Why don’t you go on to make some allusion to the insomnia of lovers, for example? Isn’t this what you’re really getting at? Fine. But whatever it was that kept me awake last night isn’t what will keep me from sleeping tonight.

   So. Either I must be lying in order to avoid blurting out some revelation that would be truly intimate – and so you hammer at me even more – or I’m holding back a lie that’s on the tip of my tongue, and if so, it must be because I am an anxiety-ridden, unstable person, and there you are, just poised to hurry to my rescue. Or I’ve changed my mind and now I don’t feel any urgency about keeping your attention fixed on me and my insomnia, and all the rest.

   Why does it never occur to you that the reason for my insomnia might, in fact, be you? Like, why haven’t you ever tried to yank me back when you can see I’m absorbed in some other woman who seems to be chasing the sleep from my eyes? Just for instance?

   Frankly, I can’t stand it any longer – this need of yours to search for meanings in everything. You’ve become just like the stories in those books you read: beginning, middle, and everything wrapped up neatly at the end. An ironclad triangular logic. You’ve become terrifying in your devious cleverness, your attempts to wrench my insides out of me, with the pure joy of a hunter on the point of disembowelling his prey. Victorious, he flashes his weapon, ready to begin slicing from the lowest point of the belly even before the heart has stopped beating and while there’s still a stir of breath coming from the victim’s slack jaws.

   Yes, of course I’m exaggerating! That’s precisely because you always insist on taking words literally, with absolute seriousness, as if they’re a document submitted as evidence in court. Because one day I used the word unique, I guess. I said there was nobody like you in my world. But any run-of-the-mill woman, even one without much intelligence, would immediately consign words like that to the little box marked ‘silliest and most banal male seduction techniques’. It is true that I also said, on one occasion, that I was completely crazy about you. All right. As if no man has ever been crazy about you before! As if I am the only man on this planet! You lowered your eyelids and smiled like a practised flirt, not forgetting to add a little touch of confused embarrassment. You didn’t say anything. You didn’t say, ‘I’m crazy about you too.’ Then…well, then you began waiting for the story to begin. 

   Which story do you want, my child? Wasn’t that ‘confession’ of mine enough for you? Even the folktale hero Clever Hasan had to have it explained to him in One Thousand and One Nights: what he had to do to win the princess, Sitt al-Husn, the Lady of Goodness and Beauty! And it was only after he followed instructions that the little fish with the precious gemstone in its gut jumped into his lap. So, my Sitt al-Husn, is that what you want? Do I have to go and catch some fish? Or do you want me to sing to you like the crooner Farid al-Atrash with his weepy ballads? It seems we’ve got ourselves into a terrible misunderstanding and

   Wait a minute.

   There’s a man over there who won’t stop looking in my direction. He comes out onto the balcony, his eyes already trained on me. He’s been standing there behind the glass, staring at me, facing me and looking straight at me, just standing there, on and on.

   This is really getting to me. I’ve tried waving at him to get him to stop, to go away. I’ve tried to make him realize I’m not a customer of any of the lowlifes around here. No doubt, given his constant surveillance of me, or almost constant anyway, he must have seen you here at my place; he must have been watching as we pulled the curtain shut in his face. This isn’t rational, what he is doing, and it isn’t all right. The curtain blocks my one source of light, and I don’t want to have to keep it permanently drawn to be rid of the sight of him. If I do that, I might as well shout out loud that I’m afraid. That I fear him and I’m hiding from him. Even when I turn off the light, keeping a surreptitious eye on him, I find him still there, looking in my direction, a wicked little smile lifting his heavy moustache. As if he can see me even when I’m hiding in here, in the dark.

   So how would you explain this? Would you shrug it off as nothing more than my mad ravings? Would you say it’s just the typical paranoia of a cokehead? Do you really believe I’m addicted? Because you thought I was admitting it when I gave in after you begged and begged me to stop ruining my health? It amazes me – my little doll! – to see how remote you can be from what goes on in real life. All right, fine, the cocaine isn’t ‘real life’. But these ready-made ideas you go on about! When you know nothing at all about what real people are doing, except what you pick up here and there. About how people should or should not live. About how things should or should not be. 

   None of this would bother me much if only you hadn’t taken it so far. If only you didn’t swallow me up. Whenever I take a step back, you push forward to occupy the space I’ve left there. Even this furnished room: like you, I’ve begun to call it ‘the house’ or even ‘home’. But it’s just a miserable room in a block of flats where pimps rent space for the prostitutes who strut up and down the street below us. Fine, no problem – we’ll call it a ‘home’. Because, after all, these intentions you have, about lifting me up, out of the ranks of poor men – including the business of your ‘forgetting’ that money you left on the table – they’re good intentions, of course. Except that I’m not a poor man, I’m just broke. But my intelligence, as you say, is wealth! Fine, good. Then you come in lugging these cleaning liquids and disinfectants and various cloths and wipes and rags, and storage cartons and carrier bags and… Like the white tornado in the TV commercial, you go about sweeping and dusting and polishing and picking up, saying you want to make this pitiful room into a home.

   What?!

   And since you seem to be in a state of tornado-bliss that begs description, how can I object? There’s no law that says a liberated woman has to embrace filth and chaos, true enough. But you couldn’t help noticing that the clean sheets and the smells of Dettol and those other disinfectants had an effect on my performance. I couldn’t come as fast or as hard. So you pulled back from making further attacks on the tiny space into which I’ve crept as a refuge from the world. You promised to leave things alone, to let it all return to the state it was in before the tornado slammed down. But you didn’t even have to do that. I was beginning on my own to change the sheets and empty the kitchen sink and dust everything in sight whenever I expected you to show up. That’s how frightened I was of you! As if the only thing left undone was to clear a little alcove for our love child and begin assembling the stylish wood-framed baby bed we’d have picked out together from the Ikea catalogue!

   You are so distanced from ordinary life. So unconnected to it. One time you said – I think you were only half joking – that your period was late. 

   What is it you want? Do you really want to be a mother? 

   To be my mother? 

   I’ve wondered what it is about this role that could possibly entice you. Is it your hormones, which rise into your head and fog your vision? Aren’t you supposed to be a civilized person who has control over her instincts? What about that cherished speech of yours on abused femininity? Was that just a trap you set to reassure me? Make up your mind, and then give me a chance to explain to you – maybe adding in a few details but not too many – where that rural train took me. What I mean by where is this: how was it that I forgot the woman who dumped me on that train, and forgot her so quickly? I must have done, because otherwise how could I have stayed on the train that was taking me somewhere far away and completely unknown? I forgot her immediately. And she forgot me too. She never came to see me, not even once. Maybe she thought it would help me immerse myself in my studies. The only thing her ignorance and backwardness left me with was the odour of boiled eggs and that dark, dark tunnel. If they had lined up a bunch of women in front of me and placed her among them, I wouldn’t have known her from the next one. That woman shattered my life and made me a fugitive in God’s wide world, in a world where everyone was a stranger. A world of strangers, exiles and orphans. I never heard even a hint that she made any attempt to find me. 

   All that happened was that, when she died, one of my brothers found out my telephone number – I have no idea how. He said, ‘I am your brother So-and-So.’ I don’t even recall now which brother it was. Then he said, ‘Your mother has died.’ I think I remember responding automatically, ‘May your life be long’, or something suitable like that. And then, suddenly, I was furiously angry. Why did they even contact me? I asked myself. What did they think they were doing, phoning me, when they’d never bothered to do that before? Like, even just to ask how I was, for example.

   When the hen was ailing, my mother cared for it, carrying it around all day long to keep it out of range of the roosters’ pecking. She fed it grain from her own hand, and she didn’t leave it on its own until it had made a full recovery. She said prayers for the ewe that had a hard time giving birth, staying close and stroking its neck, singing to it, and then trilling with loud joy when she could see the baby lamb moving in the placenta. She used to sob at the sound of the lambs bleating when they were newly weaned from their mother’s milk. All of those creatures – but not me. There were days on end when she didn’t even look in my direction. She would tip hot water over my head and then scream at me when I wailed. Me – I was no use. I couldn’t give her anything. No eggs, no milk, no meat. I was nothing but an empty belly beneath a wide-open mouth. And then she got rid of me, sending me away to a place she didn’t know anything about.

   So. She was dead. There was no longer any space for manoeuvre – no room for revenge, no chance to settle the accounts once and for all. No reason to go back there, which in any case had happened only in my darkest fantasies. In those nightmares I watched myself working out a simple way to tell her how all the oxytocin cells in my brain had flickered out. I would explain to her that, here, the doctors call this brain matter ‘the bonding molecule’, since she had some respect for book-learning and science. I would tell her that in my brain, which supposedly was a cut above my brothers’ brains, there were regions an X-ray would show as a void, completely extinguished, no longer reachable by any electron charges or rays. These are precisely the regions of the brain that manage depression, fear, violence and feelings of abandonment.

   I read in some book that mother animals eat their male young out of sheer attachment. I read about how a mother swallows her infant son, returning him to her womb, because she knows the infant male will always be wretched unless he’s with her. She returns him to the place of ultimate contentment, which no other state of bliss can ever resemble. She, whose organs are nourished only by her baby’s masculine self, will make her sacrificial offering upon his beloved corpse. There it is, the love that devours even corpses.

   As for me, my mother dumped me on the country train as though I were a sack of rubbish. That’s why, at first, I accepted your little sport, those sudden intervals when you played at being a mother-in-miniature whose milk I could breathe in as I tried to become a true male. I tried hard, and I went on trying, but it was just not possible. I was like a person who keeps on walking straight ahead even when he can see the cliff edge and the chasm beyond it opening out clearly in front of him. It got to the point where I couldn’t come close to your breasts without thinking immediately of milk, and I was afraid, if I squeezed them, of white drops running onto my hands and the rancid smell that stream of white liquid would leave on me.

   But it was when I caught the smell of garlic in this ‘home’ that I decided you really had gone too far, and you had to be stopped. That we needed a thorough stock-taking. For you to fry eggs or open a tin of sardines, fine. But garlic? Garlic means cooking. It means: I’m here and I’m staying, and there is no convincing response to that. Who can stand up to a woman who is ready to kiss a mouth reeking of garlic? A woman who embraces a man’s most odious smells, and is happy to wash his undergarments or his smelly socks? Who defies a mother knowing full well that she means to consume him?

   I think… I think the time has come when I have to speak to this man who hasn’t stopped looking in my direction. Maybe we can come to an understanding. I’ll tell him something like this: Look. Frankly speaking, I love women. What I mean is: I only love women. But I don’t have anything against homosexuals; in fact, I have some dear friends among the

   If I find him willing to listen, I’ll explain to him, calmly and gently, how I’m finding this really annoying – his watching me like this. How it is beginning to feel very, very annoying. I’ll tell him that I could decide, however, that there’s really no need to go to the police and inform them about the

   I won’t do it. I read in some book that there are homos whose lusts, if they’re bottled up, can turn into criminal acts of extreme violence. Because those types can’t control their urges. There’s no limit to their sadism. Not even murder satisfies their sick inclinations. Many of them become serial killers. True, I read this in one of those cheap books that are pulped and sold by the kilo, but who knows. Who knows? The truth is, I’m afraid of my own shadow.

   I’ll wait. Maybe he’ll get bored and just stop.

   I wanted to ask you something. How can you take this overwhelming passion so lightly? This rare passion, the desire – my wanting sex with you over and over, tens of times, hundreds. Don’t you sense that? How my chest feels like it is about to burst open and my heartbeat is going wild and I think I am suffocating? How I’ve submitted to all the moves of your body like a servant obeying his master, or maybe even a slave? How I kiss you from your toes all the way up to the ends of every lock of hair? How I study the length and breadth of your radiant skin, until I’ve committed to memory the location and the exact colour of the tiniest beauty mark so that I can see it perfectly with my eyes shut? How could you think it was somehow lacking, this passion? It’s tragic. Yes, this really is a tragedy, because it is all I have to offer. A pure and overwhelming desire, full and complete and perfect. A desire that lacks nothing.

   It’s you who have taken away the perfection of my desire. You reduced its value with your incessant questions about ‘guarantees’ and ‘sell-by dates’ and so forth. How much longer are you going to…? 

   It’s just an exam that never ends, isn’t it, and you want me to fail. So, at that point, I’m going to give answers, because your insistence pushes me to it, but they’re answers you don’t want to hear. If that happens, and my answers really aren’t the ones you want to hear, don’t object! Here is what I say: that naturally – little by little and simply because this is the way things happen – we will find ourselves increasingly bored and irritated every time we’re together. In other words, things will begin to take their natural course. They’re already taking their natural course, I’ll say. Eventually I’ll go back to staring at other women’s thighs and breasts, and I’ll stop paying attention to your pleasant chitchat and your breasts, as near as they are. And when I say this to you, you just accept it! You fall for it, almost right away. That’s why I have to keep pushing you into a corner, as far as I can make you go. I do it elaborately, I overdo it, so that maybe, just maybe, you’ll protest, show some irritation, maybe even give a light rebuke. Next come my outright lies and inventions. Like telling you I can’t see you for days ahead, or perhaps for weeks, because I’m…well, I’m busy. With what? With whom? But you won’t even ask.

   The next time I see you, after we’ve been out of touch for a bit, I’m startled to realize that the lies I’ve been telling are turning into the truth! It really is possible to live without you. I mean, these are the laws of nature after all. I haven’t actually made anything up, and I didn’t do anything to make this happen. Then, when I see you passing on the street, going the other way, home to your place, I might take a deep breath once you’re behind me. I’ll feel fine. I’ll tell myself I’m not going to be jerked around by a woman I’ve been on top of. I’ll turn up my jacket collar and keep walking briskly and lightly, in high spirits. A pretty girl, that one. A pleasant and fun girl, we had some nice times together.

   Or. I might turn up my jacket collar and try to breathe deeply, but my sobs defeat me. I’ll choke on my tears and shout, in Arabic so that no one can understand me, ‘She would have got bored anyway. She would have got tired of me for sure, because there’s nothing in me to keep a woman interested. That’s why she got into that game, and she made me get into it too, that game of cooking, and turning the room into home. It’s the law of nature, she was going to leave me anyway. And I couldn’t have stood that.’

   I feel so sad, really sad, as I’m writing to you about all of this – my indecision, my ups and downs between the relief of shrugging you off and the tragedy of losing you, the two of us a failure together.

   But…but how can this man have the strength to stand out there in the cold all this time? Or does he go inside and shut the balcony door behind him whenever I move out of his sight? As if he can appear, through a wizard’s magic, when I turn on the light or open the curtain, and only then. He looks a little bit like that nasty man we came upon one day in the supermarket in the city centre. You commented at the time on how ugly you found his bushy moustache, and his insolent stares and…and then I couldn’t help displaying you as if you were my ‘booty’, goods I owned, as dictated by the language of testosterone. You know, sometimes your good looks play against you. They rouse my animal instincts: my horns come out, my hooves paw at the ground and as the cloud of dust rises, I snort into it. Just because I show all this jealousy doesn’t mean I’m in love with you. It’s a thing between males, competition over the size of one’s balls, and it has nothing to do with the particular female who happens to be standing in this territory occupied by two random males. It is in my genes. Given my struggle with the world, the whole world, I have no intention of fighting my own genes too. 
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