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To Nelson Mandela


“Wandering between two worlds, one dead,
 The other powerless to be born,
 With nowhere yet to rest my head”


—Nelson Mandela quoting Matthew Arnold




CHAPTER 1


I’ve always stood at a distance from my life and simply let it happen. I’ve always played the role of spectator. In one way or another, I’ve dissociated from reality, as if it didn’t concern me, as if the visible Me—who lives her life out in the world—is somehow opposed to that other Me—who sits back and observes events. I’ve existed in a state of perpetual waiting for the Self, that flees only to later return and recount imaginary events, tales more fantastic than those that grandmothers tell their grandchildren. I stored up my dreams in this joyful Self of mine. But whenever I gazed out at the ivory-colored curtains hanging in our house and the emptiness that filled its rooms, I always felt disappointed.


My mother hid all of the crockery, glassware, and little crystal figurines in the house from me. She was convinced that I was going to secretly spread out a blanket on the floor of my room to make a castle or a palace. She thought that I would take all these things out, organize them, and then scatter them around again—so that I could create a fantasy world where I’d be able to spend hours on end talking, whispering, and fighting with my imaginary friends.


But I wasn’t sad to find myself alone, without all those things. I used to gaze through the iron bars covering my bedroom window, to contemplate the road and the passersby. That’s when I would begin to weave their stories together, trying to guess what they cared about and believed in. Other people have always been a mystery to me. They’re a world yet to be discovered. I wanted to find out what this world consisted of—and not out of prurient curiosity alone. This desire saw the light of day even before I took my first breath. The Me who used to tell myself stories lived in the world with these Others, while the other Me remained locked in a cage watching the world pass by from behind bars.


In my relationship with my Self, I always struggled against two powerful, opposing currents: soft, easy proximity and deathly, distorted distance. Sometimes I was a young girl in a sky-blue dress who could touch the heavens. Other times I was a woman dressed in black from head to toe, following the scent of a sarcophagus, waiting for a period of mourning to end.


My father preferred that I remain isolated, far from the dangers of the outside world. He tried to keep me from living life. My mother did the same to herself. Even though I went to school every day, I never experienced freedom. I didn’t really interact with the school environment. I did, however, connect with the land on our sporadic visits to my village in the countryside, a faraway place where it’s possible to see the sun. But it was too still and empty for a girl like me who always had to be immersed in doing something.


This Other person was found only inside my Self, but in different forms. In bed when I went to sleep, I could be whoever I wanted. In my mind, I used to create and re-create composite pictures of my doll’s house. I would deconstruct life and then remake it into other worlds. To be honest, I’ve always loved the things that existed only inside my own mind. I felt safe weaving facts into my imagination, because then I could experience their specificities and be done with them whenever I wanted to. Although I couldn’t always distinguish when I was actually there and when I wasn’t, I knew that it was Me who was in control.


I changed with the passing of time. And then I changed and changed again. Today I can barely remember the faces of the people who passed through my life unless I dive deep back into my game and summon them up to reconnect with them one by one. I don’t know if this is necessary, or if it stems from trying to know my Self. But is my memory even credible? How could it be, since I’ve always improvised my existence out of so many unexpected places in order to stay alert? Could these eagerly awaited musings now be plausible? Even if they were, it wouldn’t matter. The only thing that can make a radical difference is what is left unsaid. I will go on speaking, however, for one reason only—the pleasure of speaking, the pleasure of revealing things perhaps, and indeed even the pleasure of lying.


I was born and raised in a relatively large house. It was more than 2,000 square feet, evenly divided into closed-off rooms, all separate from one other. The furniture was questionably clean. In the living room, the armrests were always lying vertically, perched at the edges of the sofa, like eyes watching you or silent idols to be worshipped. Everything was in its place: the rectangular table at the center of the room, the telephone always in its same spot on the left. The sides of the tablecloth were draped evenly over the table with care. All the pots were stacked up inside the kitchen cupboards; my mother never changed the way they were organized. The plastic containers rested on the bottom shelf close to the door, and the glassware and dishes were always arranged on the upper shelf.


The jars in the pantry were lined up by size, from biggest to smallest, while the vegetables were stored in a layered basket. There was always a large bowl of fruit in the middle of the table. In the dining room, a set of bohemian cups was on display in a glass case. My mother only took them out if special guests were visiting—to honor them and show off the perfect luster reflected in their refined, elegant crystal.


The extremely precise organization of the furniture made our house seem empty and predictable, vacant and silent—even tedious. Life happened according to a repetitive system, in which mealtime was never impeded by playtime or our studies. There was even a set time for speaking. Food had a specific scent, which was very different from how it tasted. Salt was used in moderation, weighed precisely on a scale, and there was never a bit more or a bit less. We were allowed one small treat per day, in the afternoon, more specifically at 5 PM.


Even if my father was not as rigid as my mother, he seemed completely cut off from real life, always lost in his expansive library. He lived with his books and papers more than he did with us. He spent many long hours with these books. I understood little else about them other than that they were huge, matching the thick glasses he never removed. He set aside one hour each evening to sit with us in the living room. Other than that, we never saw him. During that hour, I deliberately stuck close to him and laughed a lot, despite my mother’s scorn for me acting silly. I was trying to create some sort of space for free expression contrasting with the elegant emptiness surrounding us.


I was always with them, but we were never ever together. In my childhood, I was so immersed in those obscure relationships, which connected me to the world around me, that I no longer knew what reality was. I thought that the world functioned only inside of the framework of the family. This meant I was inadvertently caught up in my parents’ lives. I didn’t realize that I could react to my existence differently until it was too late. But I also did realize that difference came at a price. It was something that money couldn’t buy. You pay a painful tax on solitude, whether this solitude is voluntary or coerced.


Now, as I embark upon the third decade of my life, I no longer remember where I left my Self—the Me wandering around outside, fleeing from what resides deep within her. I’ll probably never find it, so I involuntarily surrender to all this emptiness. I can no longer see Sahar, except at night when I lay my head on my pillow. She used to come to me in my imagination, pat my head, stroke my hair tenderly and with pity, drawing endless circles of stories about other people to help me fall asleep. It was only with her that I could get a good night’s sleep. My big bed always made enough room for all the people I created in my imagination and whom I loved so much but wasn’t able to be with.




CHAPTER 2


Though my family comes from a conservative milieu in North Lebanon, religion never played a central role in our identity or our existence. God was totally absent from our house. We didn’t have Qur’anic verses or icons of the Virgin Mary hanging on any of the walls. The only tangible evidence of religion in our home was the Qur’an my father kept next to the Bible on the large bookcase that took up an entire wall of his office. This seemed like a gesture to calm the religious and sectarian tensions of a closed environment like ours. But this was not exactly true. The absence of religious symbols and rituals meant that we were missing out on life in another way. We remained suspended in an ambiguous state of impartiality that transformed our life into a dry, flavorless chalkboard.


The two books had an equal standing in our house, as they were equally irrelevant. They were never discussed, but necessary for my family to continue to confirm a godly presence, factually but never spiritually. Some of my father’s friends were Christian, and we used to visit them on Christmas and Easter. This put my father into an unusually good mood and caused my mother to grit her teeth, hardly able to spit out two or three words on those occasions.


Our home’s harmonious, pastel decor was also devoid of paintings, flowers, or colors. My mother packed all tangible signs of life away in cardboard boxes wrapped in plastic. She had a frightening ability to empty things of their content. The only outward expression we ever saw of this were her spontaneous conniption fits. This woman normally wrapped in quiet would suddenly become crazed and enraged, a bull let loose in front of a red flag. Her apathy would vanish. When she lost her calm and quiet, she became a fierce woman venting a strange sort of wrath.


My mother was like a woman with constant PMS—nerves on edge, bloated belly about to burst. She was not at all the soft flower blowing in the breeze that she could have been. I grieved for the flower of a mother I never had, always seeing her as ugly as disgusting animal innards.


Emptiness wasn’t the annoying thing about our house. What is so annoying is my inability to describe it. It was neither good nor bad. There was nothing wonderful about the aesthetics of the house, but nothing grotesque about it either. Silence pervaded it, and that tense, raging scream ran throughout all of us. The place was like a gun with a silencer; there was always continuous pressure on the trigger. Shots were fired and penetrated deep inside our flesh without making any noise at all.


In any case, I knew I was Muslim because our relatives would visit us during Eid al-Adha and Eid al-Fitr, even though we didn’t get clothes on those occasions like other children did. I also knew because the sounds of the dawn prayers, emanating from the minaret of the Mansouri Great Mosque of Tripoli, rang out near my grandfather’s house right at the bottom of the fortress on the western side of the city. The Great Mosque, as they call it, occupies a large plot of land in the old city. It’s characterized by simple architecture, a lack of decoration, and walls covered by a layer of limestone. The north façade overlooking the courtyard has a sundial to determine the exact time of the adhan.


At our house, during Eid, my mother would serve visitors ma’amoul and ghraybeh cookies, accompanied by cinnamon tea. Despite my father’s categorical refusal to accept the traditional Eid gifts of money from anyone, my grandfather would stuff coins in our pockets and give us sweets that we would hurriedly devour before he left, for fear that my mother would take them away.


We interacted with the Eid like spectators who craved it because it surrounded us on all sides. But we were afraid of it too: afraid to come too close or to truly engage. My father’s holiday-boycott was simply a way to prove his adherence to dreams of socialism and a bygone communism. It was his expression of a built-up series of disappointments, which he blamed on God—a word he never uttered.


My father spent years struggling for the cause of what he called “liberation and social justice.” This meant that he denied us, his own children, the right to celebrate religious holidays. To him, they represented the scourge of religion and sectarianism. When he went to Kuwait in the mid-1990s to work in an important research center, he might have been able to radically change his position. But this experience only served to further fuel his resentment and indignation against Arab regimes.


He only ever mentioned his homeland in relation to death and fear. The occupation hit just as he was rushing to flee his city. He found himself confused by the proliferation of so many different factions and parties. He didn’t even know where they all came from. He was only certain of one thing: he was a communist. He strove for the loftiest possible goal—a social utopia in which rich and poor would be equal and a decent life within everyone’s reach. This wonderful image would satisfy his deeply held idealistic expectations.


He repeatedly expressed his indignation toward the lack of opportunities for young people and the disintegration of life, which resulted from this legacy. His hatred reinforced his alienation from his surroundings. Just as rebellion for the sake of rebellion becomes a way of life, my father’s rejection of religiosity and ritual worship made him embrace a shiny new, progressive, partisan law. He grew attached to the new system, whose reach was global. All of this made him feel that he had broken my grandfather’s outdated rules and was superior to the people from the neighborhood. He saw them as stuck in their limited lives, their dreams never exceeding the boundaries of the Great Mansouri Mosque. He believed that he was the defender of his own class, the working class, while also somehow feeling that he was better than them.


He told his old friends that he was equipped with a unique and exceptional defensive instinct, as a man who had wholeheartedly embraced his cause, so much so that he would do anything to arouse and pleasure it. This was his promise to the working class. He wanted to bring them justice so that they would never again suffer. As his daughter, I knew the lightness of his spirit only in passing flashes. This makes it difficult for me now to not confess that he’d changed a lot. He reminded me of a bird, soaring high in the sky, who’d forgot he had wings and plummeted to the ground, disillusioned.


After three years abroad in Kuwait, my father returned from the desert wearing a hat known as a “shabka.” Wearing it was like confirming to his peers and the whole neighborhood that the Bedouin keffiyeh and long jilbab did nothing for him. Visitors flocked to visit this man who had just returned from the Gulf, convinced that he would offer them Arabian dates and gift them prayer beads. They were surprised by his shabka hat and the picture of Che Guevara prominently displayed on the wall. My grandfather sarcastically disparaged him with a smile, saying: “Anyone who saw you would have thought you’d been in a European country, not among Arabs.” My father ignored his visitors’ criticisms. He was so determined to keep the framed picture up that my mother eventually relented despite her continued irritation, as she had not changed her decor or even added one new piece of furniture for years.


My father’s shabka hat remained the talk of the neighborhood for several months. One shopkeeper even invented a story for his clients that my father had gone mad in Kuwait after being afflicted by sunstroke and fainting in the desert. The story varied depending on the narrator. Some thought a jinni had possessed my father’s body. Others thought that he had taken drugs while he was away. The women of the neighborhood turned to God for help, and my Auntie Marwa suggested that my mother should consult Shaykh Bilal so he could diagnose my father’s condition. After several attempts, she eventually managed to convince my mother to visit this man who could undo the effects of magic and the evil eye.


My mother brought me with her on this visit to Shaykh Bilal. I was the buffer that would keep her above any suspicion by our neighbors. She warned me a thousand times not to tell a soul about the visit and I agreed completely. A hidden fire burned inside of me. It tried to break away from the dangers of this new, different, and real world. And I wanted to see this “miracle man” as my auntie used to call him. I’d started believing that he was one of God’s helpers and that he would thus be able to offer me a clearer picture of the Creator.


We wove through the narrow, dark alleyways before finding ourselves in front of a big door topped by a large white stone arch made of smaller, alternating black and white stones. We were on the southern edge of the city near the Bab al-Raml cemetery, next to the Arghun Shah Mosque. The shortcut to where we were going led us through the cemetery and we trod upon its overtaxed land, filled with waste, grass, trash, and trees broken by the wind. Sewers, forgotten graves, and roofs of kiosks stood guard silently. My auntie quickened her step; her body wrapped in her black abaya seemed familiar with the dead and the land embracing them. My mother followed closely behind her, trying to keep up with her pace, holding the edge of her simple, loose, white polka-dotted cotton dress with many pockets.


At last we arrived in a neighborhood packed tight with buildings stacked precariously atop each other, their walls leaning against one another for support, a reflection of the spirit of the community residing within them. I saw children playing and having fun in the streets, despite their obvious poverty and the difficulty of their lives there. Lost for a moment thinking how it would be impossible to join in and play with them, I looked up and found myself in a more expansive neighborhood, where buildings were spaced out and their windows closed.


We entered a large, four-bedroom apartment after being greeted by a large woman in her forties, a beauty spot with a hair sprouting out of it just above her upper lip.


Shaykh Bilal was not what I expected. He was huge and ugly. He had large, prominent, yellowed teeth and harsh features. I sensed no cruelty in him, but I felt afraid, as if the stones of my house were crushing me. He began eying my mother suspiciously and she remained silent, like she didn’t know how to tell her story because the words might melt away.


When she tried to speak, her words got tangled up and stuck in her throat. I sat in the corner of the room, contemplating the two of them with fear and awe, like a painting on the wall that witnessed what was going on between the owners of the house and their neighbors. Whenever my eyes met his, I wanted to cry—from the sheer gloomy horror of his appearance, but also from the fear instilled within me of everything and everyone to do with religion.


My auntie took over and started talking about the character of her sister’s communist husband, in the language of chaotic, popular local proverbs. Despite her loquacious narrative, she confused past and present tense, pronouns and adjectives. She spoke rudely and harshly. She told the shaykh that my father didn’t have sex with my mother and that she was pretty sure he was “not quite right.”


The shaykh nodded his head, indicating that he was following along with Auntie Marwa, stealing glances at my mother and stroking his long beard. My auntie kept on talking, saying that my mother tried to touch my father once and he pushed her away and slept on his stomach, breathing deeply and rhythmically like a child who was full after dinner. The shaykh whispered a few words in my mother’s ear and called to the woman who had first led us to him. He asked her to bring my mother a stone. He counseled her to put it under my father’s bed without him knowing.


In the following weeks, my mother started going into my father’s office, checking that the door was locked, and then lighting incense, all the while mumbling strange words that I couldn’t hear or understand. I watched her through the peephole. She even wrapped one of his books in a large crimson-and-yellow-striped velvet cloth, then tucked it into my auntie’s purse along with I don’t know how many banknotes.


My mother didn’t know if she was actually religious, or if indeed she should be. She didn’t really care about his shabka hat. She also didn’t know much about whether or not God existed, but she had memorized some verses of the Qur’an and felt a powerful and real need not to stray too far from the Islamic social norms she had been raised with. Marrying my father tore her away from them. She refused to believe that he had grown so distant from these social norms because of something within himself. She preferred to lay the responsibility for his estrangement on divine powers. Deep down, though, she only really cared about one thing: why her husband didn’t treat her better.


My mother was a woman so delicate it was as if she were encased in glass. She wanted my father to desire her and crave her desperately. She wanted him to be in love with her, like a dog drooling over a piece of meat. She wanted to drain his love of the Soviet Union from his veins and transfuse them with love for her. She wanted to joyfully decorate our house with vases, and to add a little flavor to both her cooking and our lives. But her feelings remained forever folded up and put away. She spent many long hours in front of the mirror closely examining how she looked. She sometimes tied her hair up in a bun and measured the size of her ears to make sure they were equal and symmetrical. She drew her eyebrows on with a brown pencil, painted her lips ruby red, and finished it all off with a dab of blush on her cheeks.


When she opened the door to greet my father, however, he’d pass in front of her without saying anything about how she looked. She was simply something he did not see. He hardly ever addressed a word to her. He would just sit down on his usual chair and wait for her to bring him a hot, well-cooked meal, with no scent or spice.


After he ate, he would go into his room, take a bottle of vodka out of his secret cabinet, pour himself a little glass, and drink it slowly. He always had three types: Beluga, Stolichnaya, and Moskovskaya. He took care to drink a different one each night. He would listen to one of his old records and close his eyes, his features shrinking. He would then get into bed and sleep deeply. My mother always felt nauseated washing the last traces of alcohol from his cup while reciting Qur’anic verses and cursing my father’s communist and Christian friends.


My auntie brought my mother a bottle of Arabian perfume that Shaykh Bilal had told her to wear. As if prescribing medicine whose dosage must always be exact and never forgotten, she told her to spray it under her arms, on her neck, and between her breasts every morning and evening. My mother carefully obeyed all of the orders of the man who she believed would finally solve all of her problems. She implemented them faithfully and without complaint.


The skaykh’s requests began to increase a little at a time. When my auntie began to see my mother’s patience waning, she reassured her with each payment to him that it would be her last. She said that Hajj Bilal was blessed—he did not take the money for himself but rather distributed it to the poor and needy, and this would earn my mother the goodwill of God and his messengers. One time my mother told my auntie, tucking a golden chain into her purse, “May God grant a good result.”


When she saw no change in her husband’s condition, she proclaimed Shaykh Bilal a charlatan and a hypocrite. My auntie’s eyes grew round and her face blazed red hot as if she’d been slapped across the face. Even her hair seemed to be burning in anger. She placed her hand over her sister’s mouth, saying, “Shut up. You’re the one whose husband doesn’t even believe in God—not at all. This man is not possessed by the jinn, he’s possessed by demons from head to toe. You should look at what you all are doing to God before you start talking about shaykhs.”


She tied her scarf back around her head and rushed out of our house, asking God to grant her refuge from her sister’s unbeliever of a husband. She slammed the door angrily, leaving my now penniless mother all alone with her bad luck. The silence that dominated the room was filled with the battle between Good and Evil, and empty of everything else. My mind was bursting with the thought of God, who had always been forbidden to us, a stranger whom my auntie claimed we’d offended.




CHAPTER 3


People in the neighborhood stopped criticizing my father with the passage of time. They found him unexpectedly condescending and distant. Even though he often was just bored, he gave the impression that he was extremely distracted and therefore disconnected from the realities surrounding him. For a long time, he managed to simply watch life, locked away in his own private world, as if everything around him was fading away. He liked to believe he was busy with loftier and more important issues than those men who spent their days at the Mousa Cafe, busy with their dice games and the bubbling water at the bottom of their argilehs.


He didn’t watch television and considered it an enemy of culture. He left that to my mother, who would stretch out on the sofa and flip through the channels to find an Arabic movie to watch. He did, however, tune into the news every evening at 8. He reacted irrationally to every broadcast, as if he always needed there to be an “event”—and not just any event, but something big and important, unlike the life he was living.


A certain fragility alleviated his alienation in the hours he spent with us. We all felt freer, and he even stopped talking in his grandiose style with its strangely complex pronunciation, which often made him seem rude and dry. At times, I found his funny stories about adventures all over the world amusing.


I often thought that he was actively feuding with God. I wondered how he could be so loving and arrogant at the same time, both liberated and stuck in place. He was taciturn; he corralled his tongue, as if words strangulated him. My mother watched him through the cracks of the huge divide that separated them, her admiring gazes slowly turning into hatred, rage, and jealousy. When we sat together to eat, she chewed slowly, with no appetite, trying hard to swallow her food. She was full after two or three bites.


Once my father asked her to eat more. Her facial features suddenly changed, as if a miracle had taken place right before her eyes. She looked confused and started stuttering. She tried to make her voice sound balanced, refined, and even somewhat theatrical, moving her hands around and ostentatiously dishing out the food. Her effort to eat her vegetables seemed to help her regain some happiness and the will to live, as well as her strength and beauty. All of this happened because of his one simple request and sudden concern about what she was eating.


Now, when I look back at how her face lit up at that one lone dinner, I also remember how she used to convulse and groan during her intermittent insomnia. She suffered from panic attacks, especially with my father’s seemingly endless absences and travels abroad. I knew about her disappointment and loneliness from looking through the peephole at night. By day, I sensed it from the harsh standstill at home. She was haunted by constant feelings of distress, anger, and a fierce desire to save face. She had an image of the ideal close family. What was missing from ours was any kind of communication, and there was almost no physical contact between her and my father.


My mother’s body was solid. She stood as straight as a column, artificially trying to deny her lumps and bumps. When she stretched out on the sofa, her round breasts suddenly appeared, popping out like sardines from a tightly packed tin. The curves of her buttocks struggled to emerge as well from her body that was stuffed into the furniture as if between the edges of an abyss. Her hair hung halfway down her back in a beautifully feminine way; any signs of masculinity would detract from her charms. I used to imagine my wooden mother peeling off from her true self in that exact position and exposing how she was actually as soft and gentle as water. One fact I discovered is that my mother was neither as strong and tough, nor as stupid as my father tried to make her out to be. The poor woman was simply trying to use her authority and domination to colonize any and all spaces of freedom—not to enjoy them, but to suck the life out of them.


I discovered another thing growing up—that my father was not as intelligent as he tried to convince everyone he was. My father was only a human being to me during playtime. Aside from this, I saw him in the same way I did all other beings and people: as totally separate from me. I rejected the foolishness and false concern that he cloaked himself in. Like my mother, I kept my image of him distant from me in my mind. I held both their worlds apart from my own and kept myself busy playing alone with my dolls in my imaginary world.


I stared out of my window at the abandoned building in the garden across from our house for hours on end. Yellow paint was peeling off sections of the building, which was crumbling because of the war, or as people around here prefer to say, “the events.” I looked out at the empty, exposed rooms and stone-filled rubble, where a ghost regularly appeared, emerging from the crumbling concrete: a gray-haired man who looked a lot like my father but was more agile as he climbed through the debris.


In my mind, I conjured up the people in my neighborhood. I imagined a woman for that old man, and they came together emotionally and intimately. My imagination decorated those empty walls with several paintings, and children having fun in the hallway while the aroma of delicious food cooking emanated from the kitchen. The house filled with visitors, music, Eid gifts, ma’amoul, other cookies, and everything else that I found missing in our empty, harsh, and fake existence. My mother’s voice always used to wrench me out of these daydreams, because girls weren’t supposed to spend hours sitting and staring out of windows and balconies.
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