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In the middle of a sweltering summer oppressing the city of Beirut during the second decade of the twenty-first century, a young man with high arched eyebrows, evidently stuck that way from always saying no, was getting off a city bus with ads on both sides that read, “Never forget those kidnapped, held captive, or disabled by war.” He was holding a thick red notebook tight to his chest, over his heart, looking like someone with his arm in a sling because it was broken or had a bullet-wound. He marches forward, briskly clicking the heels of his new shoes against the pavement, and storms past the wilting trees and the slow-moving pedestrians—inconvenient obstructions in the way of very important business.


He enters a building with a dark basalt stone relief adorning its entrance that was hit at one time by gunfire, causing the stone relief to become doubly abstract. He adjusts his bright red necktie in the elevator mirror before going in to see a man of indeterminate age with a poster for The Three-Penny Opera, in German, adorning his office wall. This man, wearing his thick glasses, had been sitting at his desk all morning, outsmarting his boredom by putting that legendary memory of his, proverbial among his friends, to the test: typing, from memory and with only one finger, the entire Mucallaqa1 of Zuhayr Bin Abi Sulma. He included every diacritical mark, and for each verse he chose a different font, running the entire gambit of all available Windows fonts. He was in the midst of typing, in Andalus Medium, with his right index finger up in the air, the famous line:


War is naught but what you have lived and suffered


And what people say about war is not a story written in the stars


when this tall young man suddenly appeared before him and introduced himself.


“Good day. I am Farid Abu Shaar.”


“Abu Shaar? Mr. Hair? Is that a pen name?”


The young man doesn’t appreciate the joke from the publisher who now has his notebook and is giving it a careful looking over. He opens to the first page and whistles in surprise, raising his eyebrows as he reads out loud, The Book to Come.


“That’s the title of a book by Maurice Blanchot,” he adds in clear frustration, and then returns the notebook to the young man, telling him they stopped accepting handwritten manuscripts ten years ago, at least, and that they also quit publishing poetry collections. They were taking up so much space in the warehouse, they started giving them away free to anyone who wanted one. The young man protests, saying his book is not poetry, but the man sitting behind his desk quickly gives his definitive answer on the matter.


“We quit publishing prose, too!”


Farid Abu Shaar clenches his right fist and goes on his way. The sharp comeback he did not give to the rude fatso typing the Mucallaqa of Zuhayr on his computer gets mumbled instead into the backseat of the taxi taking him to his home in the nearby Furn al-Shubbak suburb. He gets home, and his mother immediately starts complaining about her aches and pains, and the varicose veins that only started appearing on her legs after giving birth to him, the youngest of three boys. “You were a big baby. Five kilos.”


She feeds him tripe, having taken care to clean it with lemon juice and stuff it generously with onions and pine nuts, the way he likes it. Afterward, he takes a nice nap on the sofa in front of the TV.


The next day, he has an appointment near the remodeled but still defunct Beirut Port lighthouse. Its fresh black-and-white paint glimmers in the morning sunlight. His meeting is with a woman smoking a long, thin cigar who orders him a coffee without asking. She leafs through the pages of his notebook with her index finger and examines it. She has a photograph of her father there in front of her on her desk. His thick hair is slicked back and he’s leaning against the stone column at the entrance to the Sorbonne, accompanied by Maxime Rodinson. He left the publishing house to his daughter, who now puffs lightly on her cigar while adding numbers on a yellow notepad. She raises her head and discovers her client silently waiting and watching her. Confident, brunette, attractive—the quintessential tough Beiruti woman. She cuts right to the chase.


“Four thousand U.S. dollars, and you can have two hundred complimentary copies.”


He cringes with displeasure, and she adds, “Printing and typesetting and editing…”


He tries to object, but she silences him by standing up, taking him by the hand, and showing him to the door. “No one reads,” she says in a conciliatory tone. “Either we close our shop doors, or behave like ladies of the night…”


He walks on, dejected, and consoles himself that the person who takes the time to read his book carefully will have something very different to say.


He climbs the stairs to the fifth floor, the sweat from his palms embossing dark splotches on the cover of his red notebook. In his Armenian accent, Avedis, the owner of Dar al-Rawa’i Publishing House, apologizes that he only specializes in publishing “ancient” texts—The Perfumed Garden of Sensual Delight, Tuhfat al-Arous (The Bride’s Boon)—and works claiming to be original, erotic editions of The Thousand and One Nights. Books purchased primarily by women, so he says. And so, Farid Abu Shaar goes on his way, without smiling in response to Avedis’s wink about that last comment.


At the coffee shop, he meets a publisher who works out of his car. He comes in in a hurry, wearing his black glasses, and opens the laptop on the table in front of him. When he says he specializes exclusively in electronic publications, Farid apologizes, saying his heart was set on a book made of paper. So, the publisher goes on his way, leaving not a trace—except the scent of a man’s cologne clinging to the perspiration in the atmosphere and dissipating in an aroma of wild pine.


In his air-conditioned office, Subhi al-Ja’bary takes the notebook from Farid, places it in front of him, clasps his hands over it, and begins narrating an anecdote he’s in the process of composing as an introduction to the autobiography he wants to write—an idea that has been gelling in his mind for some time. After taking part in a protest march in Aleppo against secession from Egypt, he was sentenced to death. So to escape the secret service he disguised himself as a woman and fled to Beirut.


“They followed me here and shot at me on Hamra Street with the intent to kill me, but despite that I lived how I liked. I adored women, smoked Cuban cigars, drank whiskey, and published a magazine in which I said whatever I wanted to say.”


What he doesn’t mention is that he also translated Marquez and pirated books by Naguib Mahfouz without paying copyright fees.


He escorts Farid to the elevator and says good-bye without ever having opened his notebook.


The only one to sympathize with him is Salim Khayyat, because Farid reminds him of his wife. Every piece of writing reminds him of her. She wrote poetry, even from the mountain sanatorium where she vied with the illness that eventually destroyed her. He established the publishing house for her sake, to publish her poetry collections and her friends’ writings. The only reason he was putting in hours at the press now was to catch a whiff of her in that place. He gives Farid a copy of her last book, Archives of the Heart, a collection of scattered papers from her desk drawer.


On his way down the stairs, Abu Shaar flips open to a random page and reads.


Beirut, the rose-colored city


Where thoughts and caravans are emptied out—


The final sanctuary of the East


Where the son of man receives a cloak of light...


A dazzling wave crashes over his chest, and he fears being defeated by the tender, deceased poetess. So, he shuts her book and looks for a trash can to rid himself of that poetry collection. With the sun setting between the minarets of the Grand Blue Mosque, he makes one last stop at “Karam Brothers Press, Est. 1908.” He walks uphill on a narrow road that leads him through an oasis of lilac trees, as if he’s left the city. He sees two cats playing in the courtyard, and he can smell ink. He is greeted by a man with a scar on his cheek—a deep wound that had obviously been stitched up. Abdallah—or “Dudul”—the current owner and inheritor of the press. He listens to Farid, inspecting his attire.


When Farid says he’s hoping to publish the book, an answer comes from inside, from the back corner of the room, in broken Arabic. “What’s in the book?”


He hadn’t noticed her there when he first came in. She was sitting on a leather chair reading To Kill a Mockingbird, in French.


“I squeezed the juice of my being into this book!”


Abdallah translates what Farid said into French for his wife who, in an involuntary motion, had reached over with her right hand to the manuscript as if this “juice” he mentioned would be clear to her the moment she flipped to the first page.


“We have an opening for an Arabic language copyeditor…”


The press owner’s suggestion bewilders Farid. He can feel the woman’s eyes on his back. He asks for some time to think it over, which Abdallah hopes won’t be long.
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He comes back at the start of the next week with his notebook in hand. The two cats are still there. This time the man is all alone in his office, with no trace of the woman. He notices a small icon of the Virgin Mary, “Mistress of the Seas,” stuck to the massive new digital printing press. They show him to the copyeditor’s desk, which is in the middle of a vast hallway jam-packed with equipment and desks and workers. He tells himself he will never get used to the smell of ink, but in the end, he does. 
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He also got used to that frowning face in the black-and-white picture hanging inside its gilded frame on the stone column in the middle of the hall. Fuad Karam, the printing press’s “founding father.”


Fuad had been in the middle of his third decade of life when the summer of 1914 came, and along with it the news of war breaking out in every direction. He and his older brother agreed that one of them should leave Beirut, so that they wouldn’t both be in the same place when the situation heated up. One of the two brothers would travel, completing the journey their father had begun when he set out from Aleppo, stopped in Lebanon on his way to the land of the Nile, and fell in love with their mother. She was his cousin, the daughter of his maternal uncle who had hosted him in Lebanon. He ended up staying in Beirut, satisfied with a simple life.


Who would go and who would stay was a decision the brothers agreed to leave up to chance.. They went together to Souk Ayyas: If they were approached by a beggar asking for alms, then the older brother would get to choose; but if they met up with the newspaper vendor, then it would be up to Fuad. As soon as they reached the fountain, a shabbily dressed young man with a disturbed look about him pounced on them. They thought he was a poor beggar looking for a handout, until he slipped a copy of Al-Qustas (The Scales of Justice) newspaper inside Fuad’s jacket. The paper had been banned from print by Bakir Sami Basha, the Wali of Beirut. Then the man disappeared down an alley, just as he had appeared, without asking for anything in return. The brothers read the headline: The French Protectorate and Annexation of Beirut with Mount Lebanon. They vied with each other to tear up the newspaper and throw it away, looking around fearfully as they did so, worried there might be an informant lurking nearby. They considered the young man to be a newspaper vendor, and called Fuad the winner. Still not having settled on an opinion, he got tongue-tied at first, before suddenly hearing himself spit out, “I’ll stay in Beirut!”


After handing over the key to his house, his brother bid him farewell, boarded the Italian ship Syracusa, and headed to Alexandria with his inconsolable wife who cried uncontrollably as she said good-bye to her parents and family. She continued to wave her white handkerchief at them even after they’d gone back home and the city had disappeared from her view into the distant horizon.


The war was quick to fulfill its promise, and the day the crew of the German frigate Goyim announced their nation was joining in, they all exploded with joy. They lifted Admiral Souchon, who they called “the Seafox,” up on their shoulders and jubilantly paraded him on deck, leaving big grease stains on his crisp white uniform. They belted out their war anthems as they sailed to Istanbul. They participated in the bombing of Odessa and Sevastopol, and snickered at the sound of their Turkish allied officers exchanging commands atop the decks of the Hamidian frigate. In their turn, the Ottomans also declared a general call to arms, mobilizing three million conscripts inside the Sultanate, three hundred thousand of whom would die in battle while another half million would succumb to disease, malnutrition, lack of supplies, and shabby clothing. The British blocked off the sea, and rumors made their way to Beirut. The Maronite inhabitants picked up whatever was “light in weight” and “heavy in value,” and fled on horse buggies that happened to be making their way back to their mountain villages. Throngs of Muslims crammed onto the train to Damascus, and the Druze made their way by land to their relatives in Hauran. All the black coal was depleted, and all the mulberry trees in the nearby mountains were chopped down to keep the trains moving. The world was bursting at the seams with commoners while Turkish officers drank champagne in rich people’s houses and played bridge surrounded by beautiful women and violinists.


Fuad Karam, who was still known as Fuad Karroum at the time, said to himself that his older brother always had the better luck. He spent anxious nights worrying about not having enough food in the house. Around midnight, as he gazed at his sleeping wife, a persistent thought nagged at him. He should leave everything behind and travel secretly to Haifa, then on to Arish, and from there to Cairo—to start a new life, instead of this difficult one he’d begun in Beirut. But then he snaps out of his delirium, remembering that his wife sleeping there beside him is pregnant and he would never leave her. He gets up and goes to the window, calculating his savings for the thousandth time. He doesn’t go back to sleep until one of the novice monks at Saint Joseph’s Church inside the Jesuit monastery across the street rings the bell for the first matins prayers.


Jamal Basha arrived in the town of Alay, wearing his military uniform and tall fur cap. The people of the town greeted him with tens of meters of red carpet, and he delivered a speech to them, saying, “The Ottoman Empire is your mother. She has compassion for you and protects you from foreigners. Obey her laws so you may live in peace.” He returned to Beirut the next year, accompanied by Anwar Basha, the Minister of War, and with the defeat that Major General Sir John Maxwell inflicted upon him in the Suez Canal—where he’d tried to carry out a military assault with five thousand camels (not including mules)—weighing heavily on his frowning face. The crowds of beggars descending from the mountains were shooed away so that the eyes of the two leaders of the Association of Union and Progress would not fall upon them. With the list of death-sentenced criminals in his pocket, Jamal arrived at a dinner invitation he had accepted from the jeweler Yusuf al-Hani. One of his officers came and whispered to him out on the balcony that his host was one of the signatories of the petition seeking foreign protection, which had been discovered hours earlier on the walls of the French Consulate. The commander left the dinner party with a pallid face, after shaking hands with al-Hani and his wife, and sentenced him to be hanged a few days later.


For days, Fuad Karam dreaded falling asleep at night, for fear of being haunted by a dream in which he saw himself trying in vain to catch a strange bird that kept getting away from him. When he opened his hands, he would see them covered in blood. One night, he heard shouts coming from the monastery. Orders given in Turkish and Arabic, and responses in French and Italian. Then the sound of a door slamming, and a threat, followed by silence interrupted only by the pattering of soldiers’ boots on the monastery’s floor tiles. In the morning, Father Lambert, the Belgian priest with the bent back Fuad always saw sitting reading on the church steps, told him that they were going to choose an American monk, whose country had not entered the war, Father McCourt, to keep guard over the possessions of the Jesuits, who had been warned they must leave the country. Around noon, people came out onto the rooftops. The children cheered while the adults tried to restrain them and looked out to the horizon, waiting for a warship of unknown nationality that would bombard Beirut at sundown, it was rumored. People talked about running out of flour before it actually did run out, and about hunger before famine felled its first victims. Hunting was prohibited and there began to appear on the streets of Beirut throngs of beggars who came from their starving villages carrying nothing but their emaciated bodies.


The Jesuits distributed the gold chalices, as well as the scientific scales and surgical tools from the medical school, and all the carpets, the monks’ robes, and the prayer books, to some trustworthy neighboring Christian families who came regularly to Holy Mass at Saint Joseph’s Church. Then some three hundred monks and nuns—Mariamites, Lazarites, Capuchins, Franciscans, and others hailing from Palestine and Syria, all climbed aboard a boat equipped to carry fifty passengers and set off for the Greek shores. No sooner did they leave the port of Beirut than they all began chanting in Latin the Hail Mary prayer, beseeching her to save them from imminent drowning.


At the very same time, Fuad was running into the mule cart driver who went around picking up whatever poor soul happened to have died from hunger or illness on the side of the road. He would throw a cloth over him and cart him slowly to the Bashoura Cemetery. Fuad used to see him in the afternoons. One time he happened upon him on a narrow lane. When the man smiled at him, Fuad turned his face away and picked up his pace, hurrying to get away from the man singing a Baghdadi mawwal2 to himself with the corpse stretched out on the cart behind him. But this time he saw him at night, just before falling off to sleep. He caught a glimpse of him through his window. The man was stopped in front of the gate to the monastery, accompanied by a tall man wearing a tarbush. Not long after, a troop of soldiers followed behind them. Ghosts in the light of the moon advancing on the Jesuit monastery. After checking to make sure his wife was asleep, Fuad went out, closed the door behind him, and followed after them across the street. If they stopped him, he would claim that the monks had put him in charge of guarding the monastery before they left. They lit a lantern and entered the rear building. Fuad stayed close to the stone wall, listening.


“You want this paper cutter, the lithograph press, and all the sewing, gilding, and book binding equipment?”


“Everything. Everything.”


“The big double press machine cannot be transported just like that. It’s impossible to carry it. It must be taken apart. You work here, and you know it well, Halwany. You can take it apart here now, and then go to Damascus and reassemble it there. And don’t forget all the typefaces. The Wali insisted on ten languages. Arabic, French, Latin, Armenian, and others. And the books. All the books...”


He hesitated a little before adding resolutely, “You’ll move everything in two or three trips to the train station in Karantina. Everyone will meet here, at this same time. We’ll finish up before dawn and be on our way.”


Fuad heard enough and then slipped away unnoticed. They came back five days later. Big carriages and an army of porters accompanied by an entire troop of soldiers. They came at night but found nothing to transport. The place had been cleaned out. So, they turned around and went back to inform the Wali.


The next day, the Turkish officers were caught up in the tense news surrounding the impending arrival of French frigates to the Lebanese shores and the nearing of the time for their withdrawal from Beirut and other countries their forefathers had conquered in 1516. The hearse driver kept the money that was supposed to go to the porters and carriage owners who had come to move the printing press, and no one came back to ask about it.
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Karam Brothers Press, Est. 1908”


Fuad changed the spelling of his family name from Karroum to Karam, in 1922, the year the French conducted the first census, which the Muslims boycotted. Just like that, with the stroke of a pen, the son of a grain retailer from Aleppo became a Lebanese citizen registered in the Medawar neighborhood of Beirut, without ever having lived there a single day. He claimed to be a Maronite, because he felt that the Syriac Catholic sect his family belonged to, the language of which his father spoke fluently, was a tiny minority that would have little influence in the new State of Greater Lebanon. And so, the registrar recorded him as a Maronite, based on an affidavit signed by one of the district mayors of Beirut. Likewise, Fuad linked himself and his descendants to a popular family, the Karams, who were scattered throughout the Levant and were represented among its various religious sects. The Karams were so numerous it was difficult to ascertain how they were all related to each other.


A hundred years began in the vicinity of the old Russian Consulate in Beirut, where in the beginning Fuad worked the press himself during the day, along with his partner, Abdelhamid al-Halwany, and then at night, he put whatever profits he was able to scrape together toward opening bottles of champagne for the young Greek girls. They tried to teach him to dance the Hasapikos and laughed at him for being so fat. They snickered behind his back when he traded in his tarbush for a European hat. The moment he appeared in the doorway at the entrance to the cabaret, they raced each other to greet him. He headed home very late, after drinking so much he wound up in a dark alley, where he was greeted by a mugger’s blow to the head and ended up flat on his back and unconscious until dawn. When they discovered him, his jacket had been stolen, along with the gold pound he kept in his pocket for emergencies. He squandered his income, and his wife threatened to do things to him that she could not possibly do. But luck was on his side. The schools reopened and the papers and journals came back into print after the war. If Al-Nibras magazine went out of print, then The New Woman took its place. And after Al-Macaref journal came Al-Fawa’id. His revenues doubled, he hired new employees, and when the place became too cramped, he moved southeast to a huge ground floor space on the Damascus highway.


There he started printing calendars illustrated with icons of the saints, calling cards, and stationery for use by the French Mandate forces. While the employees worked on setting the type or cutting the paper, they would watch out the window as the dead were buried over at the Melkite Greek Catholic Church cemetery. They grew accustomed to seeing the pretty, fair-skinned early morning visitor wandering through the marble crosses and angel statues with a bouquet of daisies in her arms. It was there at the new location that Fuad arrived one morning with difficulty, out of breath, on a day in which a downpour of epic proportion drowned Beirut, causing Fuad to be concerned about the press. His fears came true when he got there and found all the machines and the paper supply immersed under a flood of water. His face grew dark, and when he saw the precious copy of the Quran, the one with the ornate diacritics that was printed on rare paper, and the book, The Essence of Molten Gold in the Condensed Biographies of Kings, both immersed in a pool of water with their ink starting to run and bleed, he couldn’t breathe. He went out to the street, to the open air, in the pouring rain, and collapsed onto the ground. After a few days in the nearby Hotel Dieu de France Hospital, he died.
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His son moved the press north, out of grief at the loss of his father and also out of fear of another flood, to a street that had recently been named after Abd al-Wahhab al-Engleezi, who the Turks hanged in Damascus and was counted among the heroic martyrs who died for Lebanese independence. He added weekly lottery tickets and horse racing bulletins to his printing repertoire and suffered through complaints from residents of the building and in the neighborhood on account of all the noise from the machinery that sometimes ran day and night. It woke them up in the morning and prevented them from napping in the afternoon. Women would come out on their balconies and curse the workers as they left the press at the end of their shift. Policemen would step in on their behalf and come back with their pockets filled with bribes from the Karam family that would keep them quiet for months. Then the neighbors’ household garbage would find its way onto piles blocking the press’s entrance or get thrown through a window left open at night. Defamatory remarks and complaints came from every direction, with people claiming there were sick people who could not bear all the noise, until the son of Fuad Karam finally chose to flee from that little civil war. At any rate, he’d outgrown the location once again after importing a new model offset printing machine. He was also able to penetrate Beiruti social circles when he married into one of the first families to bring American cars onto the local market and the first to raise and train Arabian racehorses in Beirut.


Karam Brothers Printing Press spent more than two decades in its location near Sagesse High School. The press contracted all the school’s publications, textbook series, report cards, and the renowned literary magazine that carried the school’s name. The city was flourishing, and business was booming, muddied only by a rift between the two grandsons of Fuad Karam, which was unavoidable after their father’s early death. Two young brothers who failed to transform the family business into a commercial institution run by one fundamental rule: what’s yours is yours and what’s mine is mine. When some lawyer friends of theirs advised them to form a Limited Liability Company and two representatives from Beirut Maronites and Christian Minorities intervened to settle their dispute, the chasm between them only widened after a public exchange of accusations against each other. The younger brother accused the older brother, Lutfi Karam, of being greedy and manipulative and prayed to God not to satisfy his greed. And the older brother cast doubt on the younger brother’s abilities after he’d made a number of terrible and costly mistakes. The whole thing was helped along by their wives, a result of the various manifestations of jealous animosity that existed between them.


Eventually, the younger brother left the press. He cried in exasperation and sold his share for a large sum of money as a way to compensate himself for the pain of separation he was suffering that made him go so far as to hire a lawyer to have his family name changed. His brother borrowed the required amount of money to buy his brother out, and the younger brother was forced to sell his share of his mother’s house and of some shops in Souk Nouriyyeh they had inherited from her. He attended his mother’s funeral like a stranger, didn’t have dinner with his brother’s family who had taken care of their old mother in her final days, and took off as soon as the line of guests offering condolences started to break up. His wife sent a wreath of flowers along with an apology for not being able to attend because her due date was imminent. The following day, one day after her mother-in-law passed away, she gave birth to a baby girl. The cast out brother tried to start his own printing press to prove his superiority, but his father-in-law persuaded him to work with him in the steel industry where he raked in big profits and still continues to do so.


[image: ]


Lutfi ran the press by himself and encouraged his son Abdallah to major in business administration. He also rented a large warehouse in the Gemmayze district to the northwest where, thanks to his cleverness and knowledge, he was able to coexist with the various militias during the war. When the value of the Lebanese lira plummeted, all the bank debts he’d incurred from his falling out with his brother shrank to paltry sums he was able to pay off easily. One of his final decisions was to move the press west, into the house he inherited from his mother, and turn over ownership to his son Abdallah—”Dudul”—who married a young woman who Lutfi would have preferred to be a bit less beautiful if he had been asked. Lutfi continued to frequent the place—he and his walking stick and great cunning—because, apart from a few hours he spent in the afternoons playing cards at the Aeroclub, his days were empty.


That was how, with an unseen will from above, as though the hand of an inscrutable architect was guiding a giant compass, Karam Brothers Printing Press traced out a full circle, with radii that were nearly equal in length, around a central point: The Church of St. Joseph, Patron Saint of Jesuit fathers. This all happened during those decades when Beirut was bombed from the sea by warships and from the mountains by cannons, was besieged and defiled by armies, airstrikes, and uprisings that had lost sight of their objectives, and when barricades got set up for opposing sides to fight behind. It was a time when Beirut tasted life’s swagger and its magnificence, the idleness of days overlooking the sea, and the clamor of nights that concealed the poor, the famous, the dancers, and the spies. The Press traced out its circle, finally settling under those high arched ceilings surrounded by the jacaranda trees with their purple flowers, that place to where Farid Halim Abu Shaar came, in the heat of his failing attempts to publish his book, at a time when his lack of employment and dire need for income, combined with some flirtatious glances from a woman’s clear blue eyes, were enough to make him settle down in that place as its unparalleled Arabic language copyeditor.
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Farid worked hard at his new job. He wasn’t friendly with his coworkers, preferring to talk to himself rather than suffer their chitchat and fake comradery. He kept busy until leaving the press at day’s end and had no idea that those arched cellars he worked in had been spacious enough in their heyday to house ten purebred Arabian horses of the highest pedigree. Those cellars also provided lodging for two trainers and a stableman who, dressed in their special clothes, would trot the horses out on Sundays for a showy parade around the area after their return from the racetrack. It was said that the jacaranda trees—ten seedlings in soil that Lutfi’s mother brought back with her on the ship from Buenos Aires that grew into large, mature trees there—were so fragrant during blossom season that they invigorated the horses, giving them extra speed that was apparent in every race of the season.


Above the arched cellars, another expansive story was built for living quarters. It had a high ceiling and a separate main entrance with a wrought iron door that led to an open area where a white marble statue of Venus stood with her naked behind. Parts of the statue were covered by a climbing vine of fragrant native jasmine. Lutfi Karam’s mother inherited the house and her brother inherited the valuable horses, which he transported to a farm in the Beqaa Valley. The floors of the arched cellars were paved with granite tiles and the walls were sandblasted and power washed to remove the moss and herbage, revealing and giving prominence to the keystone, and transforming the place into an open hall for the printing press, which was around thirty meters long. Two partition walls were put in to section off administrative offices, one of which was run by Abdallah Karam, who also sectioned off a cellar in the back to preserve the business’s history. There he kept the original printing machines, the boxes of typeface blocks that used to be set by hand, and the rare books that were salvaged from the flood that inundated the press on the Damascus highway.


The living quarters were connected to the hall below by means of a narrow stone stairway inside the building that led whoever was climbing up the stairs directly and unexpectedly into the kitchen, right between the refrigerator and the marble sink. People downstairs sitting at their computers or engrossed in their page layout work could ascertain who might be coming down the stairs starting with their feet. The proprietor, Abdallah, who came at precisely 8:30 in the morning, could be identified by his quiet, thick crepe rubber soles and his heavy footsteps in the direction of his office, especially after the big accident that almost took his life. His wife, when she infrequently appeared at the press, was known by her high heels and perfectly shaped white legs, at least when she wasn’t wearing long pants. And one could tell it was cheerful Fleur, who was always flitting about, by the sudden rush down the stairs that cost her on one occasion to trip and tumble all the way to the bottom, her head covered in blood.


Fleur, the Karam family’s maid from the”Island of a Hundred Windmills” in Guadalupe, got together with some fellow countrywomen in the courtyard of Our Lady of the Assumption Church after Sunday mass. In fluent French they would exchange news about their distant archipelago and share anecdotes about the Beiruti families they served. Fleur liked to say that she was content. She helped her “mistress” dress her twin daughters and walked them to the school bus stop in the morning. She would come back to the house and find her sitting at the window smoking and talking on her cell phone, either holding back her laughter or whispering in secrecy. Fleur was eager to say more. She wanted to tell her girlfriends that she’d been awakened at night by the sound of movement in the house—”Madame” pacing back and forth in the living room, exhaling loudly. One time she heard her open the kitchen door and go downstairs to the press, but she got tired while waiting for her to return and fell back to sleep. Fleur looked into the eyes of her countrywomen wondering if they could be trusted with Persephone’s secrets. She remembered the lady of the house’s kindness and the extra money she gave her, whether there was an occasion for it or not, and at the last second decided not to divulge her secret.
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