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That was all I needed. To hear the news of my father’s murder by chance! Two whole days after it happened. After his funeral and after his burial were already over!








He was killed at noon on Saturday, buried Sunday afternoon, and I didn’t hear about any of it until noon on Monday.






I was in Beirut, at the Café de Paris as I usually am every day at noon. A friend, who was sitting beside me, suddenly stopped reading his newspaper to ask me with shock who Hamad D. was in relation to me.






“My father,” I said, and he was even more shocked. Then, with a mechanical motion, he handed me the paper to read. The item appeared in the daily police record. A few terse words in tiny print like some bit of scattered news hardly worth mention:













TEL  SQUARE,   ZGHARTA,   shortly   after noon  Saturday,  Hamad  D.  (age  60)  was murdered,  a  case of  blood  revenge.




I stood up from my chair like a madman. 




“Really?” I exclaimed.




When my friend saw how upset I was, he tried to make  me  feel  better  by saying,  “Couldn’t there  be someone else with that name?”




I didn’t answer. I appeared even more shocked and upset, so my friend said, as if trying to apologize for the unintentional damage he had caused me, “Are you sure he’s your father?”




Oh God!




He killed me with that question. He blew my mind with that question.








Could he have felt something, or sensed something, even though he had absolutely no idea? He knew no more about me than what any other coffee shop acquaintance knew. Or had  he sensed certain reverberations about me and repressed them all these years only to have them suddenly leak out now from the shock?




No!




If he knew  something  or had suspicions,  then  he wouldn’t have asked me that question, because coming from someone who had knowledge about such matters (particularly such matters) such a question would lead to very serious consequences.




(Oh God! Innocence and lack of knowledge can cause so much harm!)




But what  should  my friend  matter  to me  now? Whether he knew something or not, it didn’t change the fact of what had happened, and the fact was my father was murdered, and even more importantly, he was given a funeral and was buried in my absence and without my knowledge.




How could that possibly be?




Had my uncles seen in my father’s murder a golden opportunity to take revenge on my mother, and on me, too? Or had they all been in on the plan, my mother and my uncles, to take revenge on me in this cruel manner? Otherwise, how could it be?








How could no one have told me? When I’m right here in Beirut, a mere phone call away from Zgharta, or an hour by car on a Saturday afternoon when the traffic to Beirut is light? There is not a single means of communication available in Lebanon that I’m not registered for. I have a regular phone line at my house, and a cell phone—and let me point out that I was one of the first people to register for that cell phone, a good six months before cell phones  came into common use  in 1995. And I have Internet  access,  too, and  love  everything  to do with computers and anything digital; I’m enchanted by all of that. I sometimes spend all my monthly savings on it. The easiest thing in the world is to get in touch with me, easier than reaching the absolute majority of people, including the privileged, the well-to-do, and even the ruling class who hold the country’s future in their hands. So how come I wasn’t informed?




Furthermore, I left my house hardly at all those two days, not at night or during the day, and when I did leave for a couple of hours I left my answering machine on and I know it was working, because several messages were left on it Saturday and Sunday and I listened to them without any problem.




So how could this be?






Had time run its course all these years just to finally come around and prove that those nightmares I lived in fear of, especially in my early youth and adolescence, actually had a basis? Were actually based in fact? Could it be that what I thought were just “things” everyone else forgot about, even if I continued to struggle with them alone, were actually on the minds of everyone around me, especially my uncles?








“Calm down, Rashid!” I said. There’s no reason to assume the worst. Certainly it is incredible for your father to be murdered and for no one to inform you, but that’s all it is: your father was murdered and no one told you. Nothing more, nothing less. It’s not revenge, or banishment, or a disowning. So don’t go opening up closed cases no one cares about anymore but you—there is nothing that merits doing that.   Your friend’s   question   had   to  do  with  the uncomfortable situation he found  himself in; he did not mean anything by it. He asked you that question, not because he wanted to know if you were sure the man who was murdered was really your father, but to apologize for the pain he had caused you, and to convey his wish that the news wasn’t true, that it wasn’t your father who had been killed. His question was an attempt to get out of a predicament he suddenly found himself in involuntarily and unknowingly. It was not a direct result of your not having been informed about the incident, and the relationship between that and whether your father is really your father. Moreover, he did not deduce whatsoever from the appearance of the news item or from your reaction to it that your mother and your uncles did not inform you of your father’s murder, for there was nothing that inferred such a deduction. The only thing a person could possibly deduce was that your father was murdered and you didn’t know. That’s all, so calm down! Take it easy. Get a grip on yourself, because the victim was your father, and the motive was revenge, and that gives rise to consequences, and you know very well what they are.




I was in complete shock.




It’s no simple matter to lose your father, but it’s even worse for him to be murdered, and then for you to find out about it in this way—in a coffee shop, by chance. I tried to get hold of myself but the shock and surprise were stronger than I was, and I was overcome. My usually calm and quiet nature did not succeed in stopping the feeling that my head was spinning around a hundred revolutions per minute. It was as if my brain had multiplied and now I had many brains, each one working independently and in a different direction. It was as if the world had lost consciousness, or simply disappeared.








From the coffee shop to my house I walked on a sidewalk  that  had  disappeared,  to a  place  that  had disappeared, in the middle of a day that had disappeared, amidst human beings who had disappeared and cars that had disappeared. The clamor was without sound, and sound itself had no chord to sound on.




Some sort of instinct, whose nature I cannot explain, led me to my house.




That’s  why the  first  thing I had to do was  take  a tranquilizer  to  help  me  get  back  in  control  and consequently back home right away so I could make some necessary phone calls before heading to Zgharta without delay. Tranquilizers are a sort of habit of mine, but only in very stressful situations. I’m not addicted to them—I just use them when I need them is all, which is not very often, only a few times in a whole year.




On my way from the café I stopped at a drugstore located at the entrance to the building where I live and bought some low-strength Ativan (one milligram). And I asked the young pharmacist for a glass of water, too. That confused her, as she knew I lived in the same building. No doubt she wondered about this need of mine that was so urgent I couldn’t bear a few more seconds, which was the amount of time it would take to go up the few flights of stairs to my apartment. But after some hesitation she fulfilled my request. I took one pill and left.




I’m actually  a very  calm  man  by nature,  with or without the tranquilizer that is, but with it, the situation would be better, because dealing with the matter currently at hand required much concentration.






I was surprised to find the contents of my apartment out of their usual state; they were dead. I mean, they were solid blocks, as if my dead father had somehow infected them and transformed them. Only a dead  father could possibly leave that kind of effect, and only my dead father could have done that to the things in my house. The way I felt toward the things in my apartment seemed to me to confirm his death, or rather to confirm the feeling of kinship  toward  him I held  deep  inside.  For, despite everything, he was my father, and I was his son, his flesh and blood.




I headed directly for the phone. There was a message on the answering machine (it was working!) so I listened to it before calling our house in Zgharta. I thought the message might be from there, from Zgharta, but it was from my girlfriend, Salwa, and it consisted of one short sentence that contained the entire history of our relationship, with all its chronic problems: “It’s me, Salwa!”




And that meant, “I’m at home and I want and am able to come over and I’m waiting for you to call me so I can come,  and  if you don’t you’ll hurt my feelings  and embarrass me in front of my mother who is always chiding me and saying that I’m always the one calling you and you hardly ever call me, which means to her that I’m ‘chasing you and you don’t want me.’”






After listening to that message, which was from Salwa and not from anyone in my family, I immediately plugged my cell phone into the charger and turned it on so all the means  of communication  I had  would be  in perfect running condition. That would prevent giving anyone an excuse to claim he or she couldn’t get hold of me. Because what was going on was serious, very serious. That I realized right away, without any introductions, explanations, or deductions. No, by a natural instinct inside of me, in my flesh and bones and blood. I was after all a child of that town, of that particular town, not the child of any other city or region in Lebanon or elsewhere in the Arab world, and certainly not of New York or anywhere else in the West  where  blood revenge,  they  say,  has  completely disappeared from their customs and no one encounters it anymore. Actually, family ties there have loosened, most people would agree. But I am from that town that has been notorious for a half century or more for its blood-revenge customs, like those of the pre-Islamic tribes of the Arabian  Peninsula  where blood revenge  was  a  kind of religious duty. To a large extent, those same customs are still being  preserved  with no significant  modifications  or substitutions, as if there were something about them that was even stronger than the passing of years and centuries, as if they were of a different nature than years and centuries, and time was incapable of having any effect on them. People still believe that their fallen relative cannot rest in his grave until his blood is avenged, and they still swear against enjoying any of life’s pleasures until their lost one is avenged. Some won’t even receive the body until the victim has been avenged, forcing the men of religion to step in and the other civil  authorities,  too, with methods  they  know well, methods that will move things along. Some of these people receive the body but won’t bury it before the victim has been avenged, while some bury the body temporarily and then transfer it to its final resting place once vengeance has extinguished the flames of the loved one’s blood.




And the women still bury themselves in black and stop taking care of themselves for long periods, sometimes until the blood revenge has been taken.






True, incidences of blood revenge have decreased and are no longer carried out in the same manner as in the past. But for the killer to remain on the face of the earth, enjoying  sunlight  and  fresh  air,  is  still  absolutely impossible for them to put up with. And they still don’t believe in any other form of justice in this matter but the justice they take into their own hands and according to the whims of their unwritten laws.




What has changed  today about their customs touches on the form but not the essence. They used to fight each other more, now they fight less; they used to fight with daggers or swords, now they fight with guns; they used to travel on mule or horse back, now they travel in cars; and the compensation used to be an eye, now it’s money.




Yet despite that!




Yet despite all that, no one called to tell me about my father’s murder, and I didn’t find out about it except by chance, two whole days later, after his funeral and burial.




So what is it all about? And what sinister scheme lies behind this behavior?




What if chance had turned things the opposite way and I never found  out about it? Would I have remained ignorant of the fact that my father had been murdered less than a hundred kilometers from where I live, while at the same time people living in the States knew about it, and people living in Australia knew about it, and people in South America and Africa? I might have gotten sympathy cards from Zghartans scattered on all those continents, via the Internet, as I did eventually find later that evening when I opened my e-mail. And none of the letters clarify anything I need to know. All they  offer  are words of sympathy and advice. “Take it easy,” and “Be patient,” in a mixture of English, French, and Arabic written in Latin script (Rooq! Tawwil balak!) (Calm down! Be patient!) And there were a few with offers to help me take revenge.








It isn’t just a matter of not having been informed, and there  is  much  more  to it  than  just  forgetfulness  or negligence. Behind it is a clear attempt to cause serious harm and injury, the kind after which you can’t be hurt any more. What lies behind it is of utmost seriousness. Behind it is nothing less than an assassination attempt. Yes, an assassination attempt.




Did they want to say to me, “If you really and truly are the son of our brother, then go ahead! Avenge your father!” 




But then again, I must reflect before reaching any conclusions. I decided to call our house in Zgharta right away in order to talk to my mother and ask her some questions that might clarify things. I should also tell her I am coming. It is absolutely necessary to call before heading there  so  I  would be  traveling  in daylight,  not total darkness. There is no wisdom at all in going before calling. Right now patience is a virtue. What happened happened, and hours of waiting, or even a night of waiting, will not change that in any way. But no one answered. I let the phone ring many times, but to no avail. I thought that maybe I’d dialed one of the numbers incorrectly because of the state of shock I was in, or maybe they moved the phone  to another  place  away  from where  they  were receiving condolences. I decided to wait a little while before trying again.








But then, while I was waiting to try calling our house in Zgharta again, I started wondering. What do I have to do with those people anyway? What relationship do I have to them, what connects me to them? And I thought that they, too, must be feeling this estrangement from me, and that  was  why they  hadn’t  called  me. That  was  quite understandable.  Natural,  in fact.  They  really  meant something to me, but in a former life. I suddenly felt like I had entered another person’s skin and some force was hurling me now once again into a matter that did not concern me. Those things don’t concern me anymore.  They no longer relate to me, are no longer of my world, no longer suit me, for I am from a different time, and my world is now another world that has no connection to that world I was raised in, that world that seems like some other  life,  other  than  the  one  I  am  living. Une vie anterieure, as they say in French. I am happy in this milieu I am living in, at this Lebanese University where I work as a professor in the department of Arabic language and literature, in the College of Arts and Sciences, earning a salary that allows me, despite all the inflation and over-pricing and everything related to that, to have a house (old rent of course!) in an upper-class neighborhood in Beirut near Hamra and near the luxurious Bristol Hotel, in close proximity to the house of the Prime Minister Mr. Rafiq al-Hariri, one of the richest men in the world.




And I’m a  divorced  man  now, after  having  been married to a French woman I met in Paris while studying for my Ph.D. in Arabic literature. She lives there now, and I don’t hear anything from her that can irritate me, nor does she get any irritating news from me. (Maybe that was one of the benefits of marrying a foreigner.) I have one daughter from her who’s “all grown up.” (Fortunately we don’t have a son, for a son is more concerned with his father’s  history,  whereas  a   daughter  melts  into her husband’s family.) She’s a university student now in Paris close to graduating and has a grant that, for the most part, allows her to get by without having to ask me for help. We have a very good  relationship. It’s been some time now since I’ve gotten through the painful problems related to the divorce, and my emotions have finally settled into perfect calm, wisdom, and reflection.








I have a girlfriend, also divorced, who lives with her parents and  has no children. We have no problem with each other at all; we are in perfect harmony. She doesn’t want to get married again, as she has stated to me many times (especially at the beginning of our relationship), and I feel the same, maybe more so. I have no desire at all to get married again. She possesses a small fortune which consists of a number of apartments in Beirut that she rents at  the  new  legal  rates,  which  bring  in roughly  two thousand American dollars a month—enough for her to live  very comfortably  without working. She  is  always praising her luck and expressing her joy at not having to work to live, because she doesn’t like working. I spend sweet and happy times with her, especially since she is quite submissive in bed. I discovered with her that I like this type of submissive woman, and I discovered I have a bit of Pharaonic blood in me, which shows itself when given a chance.  I discovered with her that I love to be a master in the dark. Indeed, I discovered it is an intense pleasure of mine. And it seems (so far) that she is happy being  the  way  I  like  her,  and  always  gives  me  the impression that she is that way by nature and doesn’t just act that way for me. The one problem we have is that she is not free to go out whenever she wants from her parents’ house where she has lived since her divorce. Her mother always waits up for her and won’t sleep until her daughter gets home, and if she’s late she opens the door and says, “God created the night for sleeping!” (Her father doesn’t interfere in the matter; he leaves her mother to govern the situation with her expertise.) I prefer a woman to be more disponibilité, but this is our culture and there’s no choice but to behave according to what the circumstances allow. Make do with what you’ve got, the saying goes.








I’m happy to be known among people as being calm, contemplative, and wise, and more than that, I’m self-sufficient and in no dire need of anything.




And I’m a contemporary person. I wear little round “retro look” glasses, the look of an educated Parisian who has witnessed the events of the student movement of 1968 in France.  (I can imagine  myself  avenging  my father wearing these glasses!) I write, read, and speak French fluently,  but I  have  one  impediment—culturellement parlant—I don’t know English. It’s an impediment that surfaced only recently, just a few years ago, really. Before that we didn’t need English at all—myself and many friends of mine—in order to practice our modernity, our revolutionary  nature,  and  our struggle  at  all  levels—politically, socially, or in terms of making demands and so on. French was sufficient. We were perfectly content and satisfied with it. Actually English was the impediment that did not allow its speakers to advance. English (i.e., the language of America) was the language of the enemy, the language of exploitation, hegemony, arrogance, superficial thinking, pragmatism. And it was the language of money and trade, not the language of subtleties of thinking, not the language of the future, or equality, or social justice, not the language of the theory that leads to something, not the language of profound consciousness. French was the language of these fine values, and we were comfortable using it to organize history and our policies concerning history, and comfortable strengthening our grasp of it so as not to let it stagnate, or head in a direction we did not want it to go. But today I am trying to make up for my deficiency—not knowing English that is—by teaching it to myself. Sometimes my girlfriend, who is fluent in both languages—French and English—perfectly fluent, helps me. Unfortunately, though, the fruits are not equivalent to the labor, and the damage comes from forgetfulness. I forget today what I learned yesterday.




I can’t bear not to be contemporary. I have always been  contemporary  and  up-to-date.  I  was  for  the progressive  Arab  liberation  movement.  I was  for the modern Arabic poem and modern Arabic poetry. I was for Marxism and I mastered French. In literary criticism I was a  structuralist,  and now I follow what  is  called  post-modernism. I bought an extremely advanced computer, and now I use the Internet, and of course I have e-mail.




I can’t bear not to be contemporary.




I interpret that as not being able to bear getting old. Modern  digital  technology,  compared to the  previous approaches, shortens time and distance, giving a person the impression that he or she has conquered time and place,  making  him or her  God-like.  It is  indeed  the beautiful illusion of immortality. That is how I interpret my love and excitement for the digital world.






I quit smoking, too, which is a very modern stand to take. Post-modern, in fact. And I watch my weight so I don’t get any fatter than I should or than what’s prescribed in the American magazines I read in translation. And I have precautionary medical tests run and observe carefully any changes in my skin—facial complexion especially—immediately removing anything that might happen to appear on it that should not be there.








I am a real man, ever since the war ended. In particular, I love life and love to enjoy life. (By the war I mean the war that took place in Lebanon between 1975 and 1990.) I am a man who is happy to have accumulated the difficult experiences I lived through during that cursed war. Now I am exceedingly happy when I have an opportunity to talk about them. How often I dreamed of that war ending without my getting killed in it so that I could be one of those  who “lived  through  the  war”  and  “tasted  its bitterness.” How wonderful for a person to accumulate experiences of such gravity.




That war ended and I felt with its end that I was born again, as if a new life had been granted to me. So why, then?




Why?




What does fate want from me? Why doesn’t it let me enjoy this new life, or at least what’s left of it, especially since I’ve “paid my dues” and lived through despair, like so  many  Lebanese?  I lived  through grief,  oppression, danger, degradation, and everything a person can possibly live through during a war. So what do my uncles and my mother want from me now? Why are they opening pages that were shut so long ago? Indeed, why did they want those nightmares that haunted my childhood to come back to haunt me again? Do they realize what they are doing? What can they possibly profit from it?








I am  a calm man by nature, and I like this about myself.




I dream of organizing my time as  I please. I love hearing  about  the  Egyptian  writer  Naguib  Mahfouz, recipient  of the  Nobel  Prize  for Literature,  and  the orderliness  of his  life.  I always  attribute  that  to the regularity of life in big and ancient cities like Cairo. I also love the line in Rachid al-Daif’s first book of poetry, When the Sword Descended upon Summer:




When at summer’s end the first rain falls




My soul assures itself of the orderly passage of the seasons




When I read it I feel as if I’m sitting in the evening in front of the fireplace in winter, safe and warm, while outside the storms roar their madness.






I have always envied Naguib Mahfouz for his stable city of Cairo, in contrast with Beirut, the city of unrest. But at the end of the war I consoled myself that now I could live a stable life in Beirut, because a new war in Lebanon would not break out—if one broke out at all—for many years. Ten, twenty, or more, judging by the intervals between past wars.




I am a calm man by nature, and this calm state I am in now is not haphazard or coincidental, even if it is due to the tranquilizer I took (perfect dose!) for reasons I hope are temporary.




Right now I am under the influence of the tranquilizer. Tranquilizers were something I turned to during the war in Beirut when there was shelling and kidnapping and the worst  battles  were taking  place,  whereas  other  people turned to drinking or gambling or both. So now, because of the pill I took, everything seems bland to me, but I prefer that a thousand times over behaving nervously and recklessly.




I am no longer part of that world my uncles and my mother live in. What is there to make me part of them? Nothing! Nothing but some obscure something, inside me, some obscurity I don’t know what to name. But this something is faint, and I can forget it and consider it non-existent. I can disown it.




Disown it!






I can decide  right now to disown  everything.  My father’s inheritance and his blood. And his name, too. Yes, his name that I inherited from him. He’s nothing but a murderer who went unpunished for his crime because of the power and sway held by his family. He killed the husband  of the  woman  he  repeatedly  forced  to have intimate relations with him, and then just left her to her fate and never asked once what happened to her afterward. I’ll name myself something else. I’ll name myself whatever I want. I’ll name myself some number I choose out of all the numbers. A number will be enough, because all anyone knows me by are my acts and nothing else, my behavior and treatment of others, that’s all, so what use is my name to me? What does it get me but a strew of viruses that cling to me and can’t be shaken off or dispersed? A name that elicits  that  megalomania-stricken  clan  that  cannot  be contained. A name that keeps me a stranger in this place, this place that knows nothing but what it is accustomed to, and so I am forced to either join forces with it or make enemies with it, or else all the doors will be slammed shut in my face and I’ll die from exasperation or agony or torment. I’ll disown it then, and stay here in Beirut, never visit Zgharta ever again, never step foot in it again, as they say. But  WAIT! WAIT JUST ONE MINUTE! (As they say in American movies in these kinds of situations.) None of this  changes  anything  at  all  about  the  reality  of the situation, nor does it change the nature of the problem, which remains as it is, complete and sufficient, unflagging and unabating.  My father  was  murdered  and no one informed me; indeed two whole days have passed since it happened. There is nothing preventing his enemies from killing me if they feel they should, for as his only son I am the primary target for revenge. I am his only son, no matter what, and no matter what my mother always liked to say.  (My mother  used  to respond  with such  bitter answers, in order to curtail my curiosity about the reasons behind  my having  remained  an  only child  with no brothers  or  sisters.  She   would answer  with  severe abruptness, “What for?” She used to avoid answering by inserting that bitterness into her reply. And  she also used it when answering with the question, “Where are we going to get children from?” Didn’t my mother know where children came from? Where did she get me from, then? How did she get me? Wasn’t it by getting into bed with my father with some degree of affection?)
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