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Critical Acclaim for Viken Berberian’s The Cyclist


“Gorgeous line-by-line writing—rife with wordplay, punning, brutal lyricism, sensuous imagery, and spectacular rhyme. Reviewers will comment on Berberian’s highly original prose style, readers and journalists alike are certain to arrive at the book for a decidedly more sensational reason: The novel explores the thoughts of a Middle Eastern suicide bomber during the days leading up to his final mission.”


—Poets & Writers


“A surreal, intriguing novel . . . through Berberian’s taut, sensual prose it is possible to see the world through a terrorist’s eyes.”


—The Denver Post


“The author’s portrayal of the terrorist’s psychology makes this stylish, troubling work a notable debut indeed.”


—The Dallas Morning News


“An engaging, humorous first novel with a terrorism twist.”


—Tikkun


“The novel holds the reader with psychological insight, with moral reflections that are not preachy.”


—The Buffalo News


“Berberian takes us into fresh and disturbing territory.”


—The Toronto Sun


“An arty, tantalizing little novel.”


—The Washington Times


“Berberian is a thoughtful writer, delivering a compelling psychological portrait.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Berberian has somehow—the somehow is actually highly skilled writing—managed to create a believable world in the mind of a young man about to end the lives of hundreds of innocents in what can no longer be called an unbelievable act. Deeply creepy and funny and perfectly timed.”


—Kirkus


“Slim, precise . . . deeply literary, almost avant garde in style—[a] lyrical first novel.”


—The Hartford Courant
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For Hasmig and Levon




The atrocity that haunted the public execution played . . . a double role: it was the basis for a communication between crime and punishment, and also marked the exasperation of the punishment in relation to the crime. At one and the same time it demonstrated the splendor of truth and of power; it was the culmination of the ritual of investigation and the ceremony in which the sovereign triumphed. And both of these aspects were joined together in the body that was to be tortured and executed.


—Michel Foucault




THE DIAMETER OF THE BOMB


The diameter of the bomb was thirty centimeters


and the diameter of its effective range about seven meters,


with four dead and eleven wounded.


And around these in a larger circle


of pain and time, two hospitals are scattered


and one graveyard. But the young woman


who was buried in the city she came from,


at a distance of more than a hundred kilometers,


enlarges the circle considerably,


and the solitary man mourning her death


at the distant shores of a country far across the sea


includes the entire world in the circle.


And I won’t even mention the crying of orphans


that reaches up to the throne of God and


beyond, making


a circle with no end and no God.


—Yehuda Amichai
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YOU SHOULD ALWAYS WEAR a helmet when riding a bicycle. The helmet should fit snugly. The chin strap should hold firmly against the throat. The buckle should be fastened securely. Consider this: last year there were 11 bike accidents in Iceland, 371 in France and 97 in England. I have no statistics from Holland, but surely, if I had been riding my bicycle on its flat land, I would have been spared my tragedy.


The same cannot be said about my place of origin. Nothing could have prepared me for it. Not even the helmet I took on my impossible tour from Mount Barouk to Beirut: a 71-kilometer calamitous road with a stretch of cedar trees on one side and flustered sheep on the other. There are few bicycles here. The main medium of movement remains the Mercedes 240D, with the runty Fiat coming in a close second. The cars cruise past the woolly sheep, with speeds in excess of an armored Hummer, their wheels rolling over steely lizards grilled in the heat of summer. No matter. I wanted this trip to be a trying hadj. In the West, you call it a pilgrimage.


I’ll spare you the grisly details of my surgery, except to say that the butcher who sent me into my torpid sleep sliced a section of my gray matter like a knife-wielding chef about to serve a cold-cut platter. I now spend my days in a bed. My head is shaved. My limbs are sore and my face, which in normal times has a chocolate hue, is bludgeoned blue. My mouth smells like fermented lentil stew. My portly build has turned pita thin, the round bread I ate as a tubby kid. My diet is more severe than any I ever went on. I’m fed twenty-four hours a day, intravenously. In the morning, the nurse checks the tracheotomy. By noontime, the spectators flock in: sweet and sour faces from around the world; more friends, more family. A cauldron of compassion. It’s the most unappetizing part of the day because they have no idea that in the hard prison of my head I can actually see them and hear everything they say. Little do they know that my typically lucid thoughts still race through my head with unparalleled speed, shifting into a lull only when I fall asleep. On the outside, I’m cool and composed: unable to swivel my neck or tongue, or, for that matter, any other part of my body. Not even my fiercely autonomous pinky. Yet every afternoon, when Ghaemi Basmati crawls into my room, my heart beats faster. Even before our calculated crime, our fates were intertwined like grapevines.
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GHAEMI SNEAKS into my room with a tidy box of sweets. I hope that one day she’ll cradle our baby too, softer than a puffy choux. My room smells like a hot oven tucked with tender loaves. Tempting treats in boxes of various sizes and shapes colonize the floor, some of them concealed under my sheets. “I brought you homemade matzo cake,” Ghaemi says. My appetite is a mess. Even my unflappable eyelids lose their resilient steadiness. Ghaemi pokes her nose into my lumbering body, touches my face. She’s hunting for clues, scouring my features to find traces of my robust cheeks: they’re completely spent since my accident. I appreciate all the visitors who have flown from the far corners of the world to keep me company. If truth be told (with a teaspoon of refined white lie for flavor), they treat me as if I’m a cherub, pinching my cheek in an effort to make me squeak. Little do they know that a baby will remain in a state of stupor until it’s ready to express its point of view. It takes time to simmer a bowl of Yemeni chicken stew.


I used to love Yemeni soup with atomic intensity. But my love for the dish burst like an embassy and I began to search for answers in cookbooks again. I borrowed them from my father’s collection when he was out sipping black coffee with his highbrow friends. Many of the recipes he has acquired belong to a genre of fusion, sending the reader into complete confusion while undermining the tenets of the classical cook. My dad is something of an esthete, a wimpy art prof at the university. My ambition was to avoid the ranks of the literati. I dreamt of a less sedentary existence, convinced that truth cannot be found in text. That’s why I’m salivating over my invitation to next month’s event: a shower party that even the biggest superpowers of the world will be unable to prevent.
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GHAEMI LIFTS MY ROBE and plucks my plums. She then slides her tortured tongue on my face. I’m concerned that my intravenous needle may fall out of place. Flavors can be very pleasing to the tongue at the start of a meal but fade with repetition, and while I am not in optimal physical condition, Ghaemi seems to think otherwise. “When will you come out of your sleep?” she asks. “The baby needs you. We’re all counting on you.” Like Persian rice stuffed in grape leaves, she rolls my penis in her palms. My glucose levels rise. My concentration of ions readjust. My mind drifts, and I begin to think about the shower party that I’m supposed to attend. This is the sort of shower party where the baby isn’t really a baby and the gifts are wrapped in funeral colors like black and gray. It’s the sort of shower party that will take place in a five-star hotel. Instead of pin the tail on the donkey, we’ll spend the afternoon planting explosive mines in the hotel lobby. Instead of cheese blintzes, we’ll munch on sabra: a regional cactus fruit that’s thorny on the outside but soft on the inside, sort of like the denizens of this dusty place.


Ghaemi has never seen such an obedient subject. I’m a tantalizing tease: a splendid slice of Haloumi cheese. Except the doctors say that I have a lunar-like crater on the left side of my head. It’s the part where they drilled an opening to reach my brain. But Ghaemi has no concept of pain. She steers a finger into my chest, and for a moment I cannot but help think that it’s the rod of Aaron, which is an almond twig, pressing into me. The ancients attributed many wonderful virtues to almonds and so they ate them in great profusion, from peasant to king. When the almond trees blossom in white or pink (depending on whether they are bitter or sweet), they herald the hasty awakening of spring. Of course, some may prefer to see me in my current state—eternally motionless and in poor health—because in full bloom I am the incarnation of death.





Into the Academy
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MY BODY IS COVERED with bruises and bends, some of which precede the accident. The doctors have recorded seven so far. The largest is on my left leg, which is bent. There is one on my tummy and another on my troubled knee. The nurse uncovered one the other day, hiding somewhere under a mesh of hair. Little does she know that I acquired that one in London at the Underground Academy.


London was a sea change from my birthplace; above all it was a jolt to my sense of taste. Every Monday at noon they served flaky roast beef at the Academy’s cafe, the Robinson Room. Mr. Robinson would have been gravely injured by the puddings we hurled, harder than a Gibraltar: you could not even chisel the damned rock with a silver spoon. As if the puddings were not enough, the porridge they poured from oppressive vats could make one swoon—in horror—and not too soon. For a taste of the old country, I rode my bicycle to Edgware Road. I chewed on hot thyme bread and replenished my spices: sesame seed, saffron, powdered pepper and cloves. They made me forget this sour world. Many of the spice merchants came from abroad, the most dangerous from Aden and Doha. A sign in front of one of the grocery stores read: “From the Beeka to the Oriental Food Lover’s Mecca.”


“Will you attend the shower party?” whispers Ghaemi in my left ear. Feel free to nibble my left lobe, my dear. Sweeter than a dish fit for an emir.


Saddled with a heavy load, I spent broody afternoons trundling up Edgware Road. As I rode through London, my nostrils took in the smell of home: a mix of baklava and orange blossom. I’d ride past Halal Fried Chicken (HFC) and the Karachi Kafe, my stomach rumbling, my thighs working like pistons in splendid harmony. At the behest of the Academy, I rode my bicycle to the point of exhaustion. At the end of each day my legs would tremble and I would head back to the Academy in a drench of sweat. Sometimes Ghaemi would reward me with a baked noodle pudding called a lukshen. While I ate she took notes on how fast I rode. But that was not all. She would unstrap my helmet, measure my thighs and allow me an extra serving of the starchy noodles if I promised to ride a little slower the following day.


As a supplemental treat, Ghaemi would rub rosewater into her left armpit. “Why not the right?” I would ask. “I have always been predisposed to the Left,” she would say. “It’s part of my body politic, and I will practice it in every shape or form, until the struggle of our organized labor delivers humanity from the yoke of the enemy. Now finish your noodles. I want your nose in my left armpit. Inhale the good revolution.”


Elizabethan women slept with apples in their armpits, then offered the fruit to their lovers for their olfactory enjoyment. For those who prefer ambient smells, there is always a pack of Kent. There is also the doctored trail of a perfume, which is more rotten than a tomb. None of these scents compare favorably to the vapors that emanate from Ghaemi. To smell her was to know the world. A whiff of her armpit could launch a jihad in the upper reaches of my nasal cavity. She teases my cilia, the whip-shaped molecular organs tucked in my nose, then lets them crack wild. My understanding of the chemical basis of our attraction is somewhat primitive. It seems electrical signals are produced when the odor molecule interacts with the receptor membrane. When the coding of signals from many cells are taken together, they lead to a collective explosion far beyond the nose, the convulsive consequences of which no hegemonic power will be able to oppose.




2


SOMETIMES EVENTS UNFOLD with the precision of a Mondrian painting. But there are other times when they look shifty, as in trompe l’oeil, an art term my father used at least twice a week, and an image is not always as it seems. From a distance I’m your average glutton. Come closer and my disposition worsens. I have been known to undergo many changes, and I often surface in random places. Like caramelized sugar, I have a talent for transformation. When table sugar is heated, it melts into a thick syrup, then slowly changes its color: from a light yellow it gradually deepens to a dark brown. As the sugar breaks down and recombines, it forms dozens of reactive offshoots, among them sour organic acids, bitter derivatives, volatile molecules and brown-colored polymers. It’s a remarkable conversion and a fortunate one for the palate, although should my breakdown be followed by recovery, the by-products will prove to be more resonant. I was trained to yield a viscous batter, beating bodies liberally in a certain Near Eastern country, its territories and possessions, which may include, but are not limited to, attorneys and politicians, classical economists and central bank governors, military installations and preachers.


Owing to our historical position, it is the Academy’s duty to oppose the forces of opposition. Updating the Communist Manifesto, our Designer of Deception, Sadji, once said: “We don’t need to arouse the world’s sympathy. We refuse to lose sight of our interests, to not indict the enemy in the interest of peace and security. Let the world know that it was they who first struck at us, violently, and whispered in our ears sinister prophecies of coming catastrophe. In this way arose the Academy: half lamentation, half lampoon; half echo of the past, half menace of the future; at times, by its bitter, witty and incisive criticism, striking them to the very heart’s core; but always tragic in its effect through our belligerent capacity to comprehend the wild ride of modern history.”


Under the Academy’s strict orders, I surrendered to Sadji and his pack of riders. Struggling with my strokes, I could barely trail the cyclists. Yet my gluttonous build somehow served as a shield to conceal my true identity from the enemies of the Academy. In this respect, we were a vulnerable bunch, no different than a protein exposed to measured flame. When the heat is on, the protein molecule unfolds, exposing more of its atoms to reactive surroundings. The danger is that an agent such as heat can compromise the entire structure of a cell.


The Academy too believed that the world was a ripe threat, one we had to pluck quickly. So I kept on riding, pretending to escape my fate. I steered my bicycle into the unknown, trailing Sadji and gritting my teeth as he completed five loops around Hampstead Heath.


To tempt my zeal, the Academy invited me to a monthly food fest. Sadji would tell me in jest: “Help yourself a thousand times,” as if not eating were a crime. It is said that when you feed friends, you buy their loyalty. Of course, that depends upon what kind of food you serve. You will never see me salivate over a tureen of lentil stew. But I could kill for a serving of harissa, cause grave bodily harm for a tart tabbouleh. Sadji spent considerable sums for his recruitment fairs. To my dismay, much of the food was continental fare. The dishes ranged from smoky garlic sausage with kale to grilled tenderloin with chanterelles. I am not sure why some people think that terror is so pernicious. Of course, when one’s tummy is indulged, few things seem insidious. All I did was eat and ride whenever he did. I will never forget those days: it’s easier to remember those whose bread we shared.


Outside these festive events, Sadji sank his stained teeth into grotty pub grub. Waving a frothy stout in his hand, he would tell me to never ride my bicycle fast. Easy enough, I thought, with a bag of wispy fries. Once he whisked to Milan’s fashion Mecca, the tony Quadrilatero d’Oro, on a two-day crisis holiday with funds from our cash-strapped treasury. He came back sporting a £503 Dries van Noten blazer, which he preferred over English brands like Burberry. Fashion, Sadji used to say, is at its most serious when you don’t even notice it: another appropriate lesson from a Gucci revolutionary. Fortunately, the dress code at next month’s shower party will be decidedly low-key. Of course, the hotel’s top brass may take issue with the ski masks we plan to wear. But that should be the least of their worries. Once they meet our unruly baby, they’ll wish they were in hell. Their minutes shall be numbered, their children orphaned, their wives widowed, marching to a funeral knell.
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WHEN I JOINED THE ACADEMY, my dimensions were as big as a de Kooning canvas. With the exception of Sadji, no one made fun of my weight. Ghaemi praised my prodigious body for its multilayered complexity. And the Academy was quick to look beyond my size. Six months into my training, I entered the inner sanctum of the Academy: an elite team called the Attorneys of the Shower Party. The Attorneys are four members with little training in law. We belong to a philosophical school, the origins of which are existential chaos. Ghaemi’s bailiwick is bombs; mine is cycling. Sadji’s is deception; Leng’s is cooking. When I ate one of his date cookies, Leng would tell me: “The righteous shall flourish like the palm tree.” The Academy is our home away from home, a place that nurtures our childhood affections with a gourmand’s confections before posting us back to the ancient lands where we grew up, crowded with minarets, spires and domes.
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I NEVER IMAGINED that I would be back in the Bekáa, swaddled and inert like a mummy, unable to move a grain of barley in my tummy. I am no longer a glutton. In fact, if it weren’t for Ghaemi’s secret visits I would be more gaunt than a desert Bedouin. But a cupful of her words are more nourishing than a kilo of chicken with prunes and almonds, tajin jaj bi-barqooq wa-lawz; her kisses are sweeter than cinnamon tea; her perfume is like a spell, the scent of damask rose petals; her vision is more caloric than a mound of sesame seeds. The days following my injury I was predictably downcast. Until one day, she slipped through the window of my room with a tin box from Taj al-Moulouk, a pastry shop near the hotel where the shower party will be held. There was little that I could say. It was truly a heady day. I felt as though I had gained twenty kilos in a second. But nothing could be further from the truth. I am as frail and as bitter as ever. Like carob: a ton of husk for a gram of sweetness. Ghaemi leans over me. Her fingers are velvet spiders, little ballerinas in gossamer tutus traipsing around a living statue. For the first time in days I feel the tingle of her touch on my skin. She brushes her lips over mine. Thy lips, oh my love, taste as the honeycomb: but there is more than honey and milk under thy tongue.


The shower party is a code name, the most important aspect of our stratagem. The Academy too is an epithet designed to perplex the enemy (like scallions, you have to uproot them from the stems). We adopted these names near a hideout in Kilburn, north of the Thames. It’s a grenade’s throw from an Irish pub where we quaffed beer every Thursday night, chatting about AK-47s, Cuba and caviar. The baby is soft, though its innocent look veils its vicious power. It proved a hot topic with Leng. “Let’s use the fuse,” he begged. Sadji and the cyclists were as fond of the baby: “A well-deserved present for the enemy,” he said. “Now let’s do a ride along the Thames.” So we saddled our bicycles with pump and pannier for a scenic tour next to the river. Less than an hour into the ride I began to falter, having to lug several carob scones in my belly along with three teaspoons of salted butter. Sadji asked that I pedal slowly. At the end of the ride, I developed three blisters on my feet, each the size of a chickpea. He didn’t seem to mind. Instead, he patted me on my back as if nothing had happened. “One day you’ll thank me,” he said. “And in a few weeks you will complete this ride in last place, with absolutely no trouble. Think of yourself as cheese, and how you will benefit from a period of slow change before you’re consumed.”


Sadji may not know it, but it’s not only cheese that tastes better with old age. If allowed to sit, meat turns tender as lactic acid builds in the muscle. The acid destroys the walls of the lysosome, the cell body that stores a protein-attacking enzyme. Outside its home, the enzyme shows no capacity for fraternity. It goes wild and slaughters the weaker protein cells indiscriminately.
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