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For my cousin, Marguerite Toutoungi
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Is there time left

for me to say to her

Good evening Mom

I’m back

with a bullet in my heart

and that’s my pillow

I want to rest?

—Ghassan Zaqtan, 1988 (Trans. Fady Joudah)

O men and dogs

in times of grief

our rolling world

grows small

—Kabir The Weaver, 15th Century
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Al-Qaterji District

Aleppo, Syria

April 2, 2014

Dawn




Naïm could smell the water before he opened his eyes. There was a bowl of it on the table next to his bed. It had a rich, loamy odor; the scent wrapped around him as he surfaced from sleep. He sat up and then drank slowly—filling his mouth and holding his throat closed, rinsing his aching gums and the parched skin of his tongue. Then a towel. He took a towel and dampened one corner of it and pressed it against his face.

He stood and collected his clothes. He wanted to drink everything in the bowl, but he didn’t. The water was a luxury—and he wasn’t sure how much his father had managed to bring home. His father had likely traveled to the suburbs, walking all night with the fifty-pound container on his back, slipping through a gauntlet of snipers, through the streets lined with homemade IEDs.

Naïm dressed quietly and looked at Omar, his younger brother, who was tangled up in the bedsheets. Omar had had nightmares last night. Naïm had heard him kicking and thrashing. A little bowl of water sat on Omar’s nightstand, too, and Naïm saw his brother’s eyes skating under their lids, moving back and forth, back and forth.

The apartment had always been small—one bedroom for the children, and one for the parents. A common room. A balcony with a sliding glass door. And one thick, orange-colored shag rug. Woven polypropylene. Bought at a bazaar in Iskenderun in 1985. Carried over the Turkish-Syrian border on a borrowed sidecar motorcycle. In better days, khalas. Better days, long ago—long before this day, these hours—which were its last.

Naïm walked into the main room and stooped to straighten his battery-powered Casio keyboard—which sat on the table in front of the sofa. His earphones lay beside it. And almost before he meant to, he’d flicked on the power switch and played a light sequence of notes, a little happy song for the morning. For the water in his bowl.

His mother, Fatima, looked around the door from the kitchen. “Your father’s asleep,” she whispered and held a finger to her lips.

“How much did he get?” Naïm said. But he kept his voice low. He hurried into the kitchen to see the container of water sitting at the foot of the sink. It was nearly full.

“I think he cut his foot,” she said, “so he needs to rest.”

Naïm’s sister, Aysha—just nine months old—was whimpering again, squirming on their mother’s lap, reaching for the plump date and the flatbread that was supposed to be Naïm’s breakfast. There were only nine dates left. The last of the season—a steadily dwindling luxury.

Naïm picked up a knife and cut the date in half. He popped a bite into his mouth and began to dice the rest. “What are you doing?” his mother said. He passed the plate to Aysha. “No,” Fatima said. “That’s for you. You’re growing, too.” She tried to wrestle the plate out of the little girl’s hands.

But Aysha was drooling, her eyes wide. These days, she only stopped crying when she was eating or sleeping; Naïm’s mother said it was because she’d been born during the siege; Naïm knew it was because she was always hungry.

“Let her have it,” he said. “Look at that face. It’s like she’s won a prize.”

Naïm tried to imitate her, sticking his fingers in his mouth and spitting out a strand of saliva, widening his eyes.

“That’s disgusting,” his mother said. “Stop it.” But she was smiling. She rocked her daughter back and forth. She made small soft noises close to the little girl’s face. She kissed one of her cheeks and then the other, sequentially.

Outside, quite suddenly, there was the rattle of machine-gun fire—followed by the deeper boom of artillery. It wasn’t close, but that could change. Naïm got up and approached the window from the side. He pulled back the curtain an inch and stared down the street. Besides the balcony, the kitchen had the best view and was safer.

“Al-Nuqtā?” his mother asked. The Shi‘a mosque was just to the west and had been a locus of fighting in recent days.

“Can’t tell,” Naïm said. He saw smoke in the distance. “I think it was farther than that.”

They lived at 19 Tuhama Street, a five-story concrete structure near Masjid Al-Anwar Muhammadiyah. Apartment 3C. A single-level flat. Their neighborhood had swung back and forth between government and rebel control—between Assad’s troops and the Free Syrian Army—in the first twenty months of this war. Fifty meters at a time. One doorway after another. The presence or absence of the pickup truck—a Toyota Hilux, painted in gray-and-green camouflage, with its rotating 12.7 mm belt-fed DShK—indicating who was in control.

“Is anyone else out?” his mother asked.

Naïm looked down at the sidewalks that ran along both sides of their street. “No,” he said. “Empty.”

“You should hang the laundry now, then,” his mother said. “Before it gets worse.” She pointed to the basket of wet clothes—which he knew she’d washed carefully, over and over, with the same small container of gray water, and a single bar of inexpensive, laurel leaf soap.

Of all the chores, Naïm disliked the laundry the most. To hang it, he had to climb the four stories to the roof, carrying the heavy basket. Then he had to return in a few hours, when the sun was hottest and everything had finally dried. It was, almost always, a daylong process.

“Can’t I do it later?” he said.

“Later there are other things to do.” But Aysha was fussing again, reaching for the bowl of dates. “Fine,” his mother said, handing over the little girl. “I can hang it—if you bring it down.”

The crying began less than five minutes after his mother left. Naïm grabbed his keyboard and the headphones and put them over Aysha’s ears. He kept the volume low and he played a march—distracting her for a few minutes. But, ultimately, without her mother, Aysha was inconsolable. She shut her eyes and started to wail. She sounded like a siren.

“Quiet,” Naïm said. He tried to make his voice gentle. “Quiet, quiet.”

Her mouth was open as wide as it would go; he saw the indentations where her teeth were coming in—one on the top, two on the bottom. Tiny specks of bone, pushing through the gumline. He tried to rock her in his arms the way he’d seen his mother do it, but his sister continued crying. Naïm tried to stroke the hair on her head, which was sparse and dark and sweaty. But her face became an urgent reddish shade—almost the color of a damascene plum. He heard his father kick the wall in the next room.

“Omar,” Naïm called. He walked back into their bedroom. “Wake up!”

Omar looked up at him. “What’s happened?” he said, alarmed, sitting upright.

“Everything’s okay,” Naïm said. “Just watch her for a second.”

He dropped Aysha in his brother’s arms. Naïm would always remember that moment and his seven-year-old brother’s look—surprised, at first, but then changing, transforming—becoming somehow more attentive. Becoming somehow custodial. “I’ve got her,” he said.

Naïm grabbed Aysha’s cotton blanket off the floor where she’d dropped it. “Here,” he said, and tossed it to his brother. Omar caught it. He handed the blanket to their sister, gently kissing her temple, even though she was still crying.

In that moment, Naïm’s brother lived a full life’s tenderness.




LE GRAND THÉÂTRE DES MILLE ET UNE NUITS [image: ]


Beirut, Lebanon

May 10, 1948




Marguerite Toutoungi sat in the fifth row at Le Grand Théâtre des Mille et Une Nuits, immediately in front of the orchestra. She was twenty-three years old. Her father sat beside her, wearing the bright red tarbúš, the black-tasseled formal hat that was going out of fashion. He also wore his finest suit: charcoal-colored worsted wool with narrow white pinstripes. A tailor had made it ten years before, in Damascus, in the souk at Al-Hamidiyah. A decade later, the elbows had thinned and the collar was a little ragged—its fabric worn into small crenellations, like the top of a medieval castle wall. Her father was ashamed of the suit’s condition but wouldn’t admit it to anyone. He was too proud for that, without question.

Marguerite’s father, Édouard Toutoungi, was also going bankrupt. It was happening at this exact moment. The decline of the domestic credit market had been ongoing for decades—but it had accelerated after the Second World War. At first it was just La Banque de Syrie et du Liban asserting its power and size, but still working in parallel with the old system. But then the institutions had really taken over. European banks, yes, but also domestic banks, and Egyptian ones. And the little lending houses had to charge higher and higher interest rates to make up for their lack of volume. These rates had meant bigger payments for anyone who’d borrowed heavily to run their businesses. Like Édouard. Every night, at midnight, his interest compounded, and his loans became more and more impossible to pay off.

Of course, this wasn’t what the seats in the center of the opera house floor were supposed to demonstrate. They were supposed to demonstrate the opposite, especially from a distance. A fine suit. A beautiful daughter. An excellent view of the concert: Oum Kalthoum, the Star of the East, the most famous singer in the Arabic-speaking world. Row C, Seats 15 and 16. Édouard Toutoungi was supposed to seem—to his peers, to the businessmen involved in the export and sale of tobacco—like a man at the apex of his fortunes. The truth—that the bank was planning to foreclose on his trading warehouse—should be almost impossible to guess.

Ten minutes to curtain. The concert hall filled with the sound of murmuring voices. Arabic, of course, but also French and English and Italian. Marguerite closed her eyes and tried to listen. Sometimes she was able to snag a sentence or two.

“There he is,” her father said. He was loud and close, his mouth almost touching her ear, his breath hot and flavored like cigarettes and anise. Marguerite didn’t need to look. She knew exactly who her father meant. She didn’t even have to open her eyes. Her fiancé. The man she was supposed to marry in three months’ time. Naguib Ghali. The second son of the most significant shipbuilding family in Lebanon. Politically connected. Anemically thin and terrifically arrogant. His clothes always hung on his frame like garments on a hanger in a wardrobe. Ghali’s voice made her particularly queasy; he was full of flattery and complimentary opinions, no matter who he was talking to. Even if some of what he said was genuine, the result was that it all seemed fake. He was obsequious. That was the word, the English word, she thought of when she thought of his image.

A single bead of sweat formed between her shoulder blades and rolled down the channels of her spine.

“Why can’t you say hello?”

“I’m imagining the concert,” Marguerite said. In a way it was true. Music was, to her, a meditative practice. If you created a space of quiet inside of yourself, then you allowed the song to reach backward through time and inhabit the place you’d once been, immediately before its first notes. “I need to concentrate.”

“That’s ridiculous,” he whispered.

Marguerite ignored him. She continued looking down at her folded hands. The truth was—she was dreading the very sight of Ghali. They’d been engaged for nearly a year, but they’d only spoken a handful of times, primarily at big social gatherings. She’d managed to put off the wedding for months, but with the political climate of the region now—particularly to the south, in Palestine—time was dwindling. The UN had recognized Israel, and everything had a sense of urgency about it; now that the Second World War had just ended, almost no one wanted to be pushed back into regional—international—conflict. “Such a good man,” her father added. “It hurts me to see you treat him like this.”

“How,” Marguerite hissed, “am I supposed to treat him?”

“With courtesy?” her father said. “With tact.”

“Maybe,” she said, “I should blow him a kiss?”

Anger flared in his eyes. “You know perfectly well—”

But then the lights—those distant lunar globes—began to dim. A hush moved across the room. It was almost a physical thing, that wave of quiet, so many conversations ending simultaneously. A ripple, Marguerite thought. The curtain rose—and there she was. Oum Kalthoum stood in place, at center stage—a regal-looking pillar of a woman, poised behind the microphone stand, hair rising from her head in a kind of tower. The orchestra, a full orchestra, began to play. One measure, then the next. Marguerite glanced to the left and the right, evaluating the dimmed palatial interior—with its curved stairways and ornamented domes and intricate archways, its Moorish revival seating, its etchings and tilework set in a series of geometric flourishes. One measure, then two. And then—the note, the first note of the love song, “Aghda’an Alga’ak”—See You Tomorrow. Oum Kalthoum began to sing, and she held the F for five, six, seven, eight, nine seconds, without wavering.


Will I see you tomorrow? How I fear tomorrow!

How I crave and burn, here, waiting for you.



Marguerite watched with awed silence. All these people, transfixed, listening. Attentive. Oum Kalthoum had become a hero across this crescent of the Eastern Mediterranean, appearing in films and on radio—singing about longing, about loneliness, about sorrow. Because what was desire except a lack of freedom? Her songs—were they about love or were they about democracy? Marguerite was stunned by her physical presence, the power of Oum Kalthoum’s body. She stood on the stage with her head high. She commanded. Dominated. When she stepped forward to the microphone, the melody seemed to come from deep within her core.

One song after another. At first, Marguerite was intoxicated. But then, gradually, anxiety began to eat away at her. She couldn’t pay attention. She was supposed to go, after the performance—with her father and Ghali—to a chaperoned coffee at Patisserie Suisse in the Place de l’Étoile. The thought made her feel ill. It overwhelmed the beauty of Kalthoum’s voice, pushed it away from Marguerite, pushed it to an almost unreachable distance. And it wasn’t just Ghali who was problematic. It was the very idea that she needed a chaperone. Ridiculous. In her mind, Marguerite saw herself as a nisa’a mutaharrirat—a free woman—in the tradition of modern, cosmopolitan women everywhere. And it was clear what her father thought about that.

Her father believed that delay—in all things—was dangerous. He thought that from a pragmatic point of view—it would be a mistake not to finalize the marriage immediately. He’s concerned for his business, she thought, not me. How many times had she heard him say: C’est obligatoire. It’s mandatory. Then happiness, if there’s time.

If there’s time! she thought. Anyone who knew Édouard Toutoungi knew that there was never time. He’d devoted his life to the great stacks of tobacco that came in and out of the city on the backs of mules or, before the war, on the DHP freight line from Hama. But as he’d aged—and as it had become more and more clear that her brother, Michèl, didn’t have the temperament for the trading of commodities—her father had looked at Marguerite’s eventual marriage as a business merger. Now, with the end of the French Mandate, and the disastrous failing economy, he saw it as a way to fight off starvation.

One song after another. The orchestra built the music around Kalthoum’s soaring, plaintive voice. Marguerite’s anxiety subsided and she sank into the deep rhythms of it. What did it mean to experience music like this, together—rich and poor, Muslim and Christian and Druze—all sitting together in the dark? She imagined what it would be like to be the focus of this, the creator of this, the one who orchestrated it all. Her deepest dream. To build something like this moment. Not just a single song, but each song adding to the next and the next, and the next. It was a tapestry. Notes as stitches—gold stitches—unfurling around the dimmed bodies in the hall.

And then, quicker than she anticipated, it was done. The concert ended. A roar surged up from the audience and Oum Kalthoum, the Star of the East, stood there in front of the curtain—her gold-colored dress glittering with what did seem like a galaxy of stars. Could they possibly be diamonds? No. Marguerite kept clapping, along with everyone else—with that audience that was roughly three-quarters men—men who were joyous, who were standing, whistling, screaming, waving. Throwing roses. So many white and yellow and red roses. Oum Kalthoum stood there, demure, at the center of it all. Didn’t she somehow look sad?

Marguerite turned toward her father. Édouard grabbed her arm. “Let’s go,” he said. “Be good.”

“Don’t command me.”

“I’m your father,” he said, leaning even closer. “That’s what I’m supposed to do.”



There had been one other fiancé, when she’d been only sixteen—but she’d managed to drive him off with her liberal ideas, packaged in a way that she’d designed to shock him. A glimpse of a thigh. A speech about the rights of workers. Playing her hour-long piano concerto for him, in a private audience, with serious intensity. It had almost been too easy. But this one had been warned. And of course things had changed. A thigh wasn’t what it once had been.

She felt her father’s hand on her elbow, felt his strong fingers encircling her forearm—not in an unfriendly way, but with surety—with the power of someone who was used to command. He brought her out of their aisle and deeper into the crowd. Marguerite wondered if it would be like this when she was married.

“Wait,” she said. “Wait. I have to use the restroom.” Before he could respond, she shook off his grip and turned in the opposite direction, moving against the flow of the crowd. “I’ll meet you in the lobby,” she called back over her shoulder.

Marguerite felt like she couldn’t breathe. Like Oum Kalthoum’s voice was still reverberating within her. She knew obedience was a virtue, but—obedience to what? Sometimes she felt called to something, but she didn’t know what it was, exactly. It was just a yearning, a sense that there was more out there for her. Marguerite wanted to believe in love. She wanted to believe in free will. But she also wanted to do what was right.

She made her way through the side exit and walked to the restroom. She gave a coin to the matron standing at the doorway and went inside. A few women—not many—and she was able to find a space at the sink, with its sliver of privacy. She turned the knob for cold water. She cupped it in her palms and dabbed some, carefully, at the corners of her eyes. She massaged the back of her neck, looking up into the reflection of her own face. I look tired, she thought.

Five minutes passed. Then ten. The other patrons filtered away. Marguerite was alone in the rectangular tiled room. She emerged into a corridor with almost no one in it. She walked toward the lobby and passed a little aperture in the wall. It was open about an inch and had been painted to look like it wasn’t there. A door in disguise. Something no one was supposed to notice. Curious, she opened it and stepped through—stepped onto a small, dim staircase.

These stairs were not for patrons. There was no carpet, no fine finish. She smelled grease and sweat and damp wool, all odors that were inappropriate in the public world of Le Grand Théâtre. The stairs turned in a tight circle and ended at the stage—just inside the heavy velvet curtain. It was moving slightly, like it was breathing. In and out. In and out. She could hear people all around her—could hear people in the wings on the other side of the building—ushers and patrons and staff. But the stage. The stage was dark. There were still flower petals strewn across its surface and Marguerite walked over them as if she were following a trail. And there—at the end of this trail—was Oum Kalthoum herself. She was sitting at center stage, sitting on a little wood chair. Smoking a cigarette.

This was a temple, a holy space, and there was its priestess—the woman who kept the music inside of her body. An ascetic. Unmarried, as everyone knew, at nearly fifty years old. Her eyes were closed; her skin glistened, still, with little drops of perspiration. For a moment, Marguerite watched her. They were alone onstage together. What do I do? What do I say to her?

“I wish,” Marguerite said, her voice shaky. “I wish I could sing like that.”

“No one is supposed to disturb me.” Kalthoum spoke in Arabic, her voice marked by the Masri dialect, the flat intonation popularized everywhere by Radio Cairo.

“I’m sorry,” Marguerite said. “I didn’t know.”

“Not for an hour.”

“I’m so sorry, Ms. Kalthoum.”

“I could hear you,” the singer said, “at the top of the stairs.”

Marguerite flushed. She tried to swallow, but her throat was suddenly dry. What an embarrassment. She’d disturbed this sanctified space; her presence, itself, was an offense. She wanted to flee, to weep, to run away. Suddenly, she was remembering something—a time, as a child, that she’d been scolded in church, in the Melkite Cathedral consecrated to her father’s patron saint, Édouard of Enna, for staring at the image of that saint’s deathbed, when he was old and frail and watched over by his friend and disciple, the monk, Daniel. What an incredible thing to have in a church, she’d thought. Here the saint was, weak and dying, a small body on a bed, a sheet over most of him, his eyes fixed on the heavens. Me too, Marguerite had thought. It will happen to all of us. Me. Mother, father. Everyone.

Don’t linger, her mother had said, as if she’d understood her daughter’s thoughts, and Marguerite had felt ashamed, as if her fears were written on the outside of her body, visible, exhibited for everyone to see. What a memory.

“I’m sorry,” Marguerite said again, still looking at the ground.

The singer opened her eyes. She reached down and stubbed out her cigarette, an everyday act that was—in this context—glamorous. Then she looked over at Marguerite. She seemed to take her in, to consider Marguerite’s form, her body waiting there—a trembling small human figure. There was something in Kalthoum’s face at that moment that seemed to soften. Marguerite looked down at the floor.

“I dream of doing what you do,” Marguerite said. Until that moment, she hadn’t known this was true. “I want to live in music.”

No, she immediately thought. What a stupid thing to say. She did feel it was true, yes—but what did it actually mean? Yes, she’d worked hard, over so many years—practicing with her teacher, her mentor, putting in hour after hour in lessons and recitals. She’d done as much, in fact, as she possibly could. When the war had intensified, when the borders had closed and everyone had feared the end of civilization as they knew it—when the British army, through Operation Exporter, had ensured that the Nazis couldn’t use Lebanon as a base from which to attack Egypt—she’d worked even harder. She’d persevered. She’d composed song after song. But how did this matter? If she was to marry Naguib Ghali, how did it matter at all?

Kalthoum smiled. “I’m wondering if,” she said, “you would like a cigarette?”

The singer took a small embossed silver cigarette case from a pocket on the inside of her dress. She extended it toward Marguerite. After a moment—Marguerite nodded and accepted the case. She popped it open, selected a thin papery cylinder from its interior. She saw the inked insignia on the cigarette—the dark blue winged helmet of the Gauloises brand. She closed the case, handed it back, and leaned in for Kalthoum to light it.

She did. A cloud of smoke. A specific scent, a kind of sweet tobacco, so different from the broad-leaf Syrian varietals that her father loved.

Marguerite wanted to ask the singer how she might live this kind of life, how Kalthoum herself had managed it. A thousand questions pressed outward, competing for space in her mind. There were so many things to ask. Too many. One idea crowded out the previous idea, pushing it aside. She wondered about the singer’s youth in the Nile Delta. She knew, for example, that Kalthoum’s family had been conservative and religious. Muslim, not Melkite Catholic, but strict in a way that Marguerite recognized. She wondered about Kalthoum’s life in Cairo during the war, in that city where so many nationalities had fled for safe harbor.

The end result was silence. Silence and, after Marguerite’s first inhalation, a dry cough. Her eyes watered. She wiped the tears away and then she inhaled and exhaled, feeling a slight dizziness from the French cigarette. She smoked flavored tobacco, occasionally, from her brother’s water pipe, but this was much harsher than what she was used to.

“One per day,” Kalthoum said with a wry smile. “For my famous voice.”

The cigarette grew smaller and smaller. It felt clumsy in Marguerite’s two pinched fingers. Then it was out. The flame extinguished by saliva. After a moment, Kalthoum gathered herself together, as if she were going to stand, and that was when a dam burst inside of Marguerite—and her whole story, the story of this hour, came rushing through her, in her slightly stiff Arabic dialect, tumbling outward with the tears. Her impending marriage. Her suffocating family. Her dreams of playing music in Paris, at the Conservatoire de Paris.

The singer waited patiently. She looked at Marguerite with a quizzical expression. When the young woman had finished talking, she reached out and put her hand on her shoulder.

“My dear girl,” she said softly. “Find a way to be yourself—and the world will show you the path.”

By the time Marguerite found her father in the lobby, he was alone. Only the cleaning staff of the theater—suited in their gray uniforms—remained.

“Where were you?” he demanded. “How could you do this to me?”

“I wasn’t feeling well.”

“For thirty minutes? Do you know how stupid I looked? A man who can’t control his own daughter.”

“Don’t yell.”

“I’ll yell if I want to. It’s unbelievable. Stunning. Foudroyant.”

“Papa, they’re staring.”

“Let them stare. They’ve already seen you humiliate me. At least Naguib is generous. At least he’s kind.”

“I was feeling—”

“I don’t care,” Édouard said, “how you were feeling.” He paused. “We must make some changes—that’s clear to me now.”

The word sounded dangerous. “Changes?” Marguerite said.

The wedding, her father told her, had to be moved up. It would happen in six weeks. He’d been such a fool, he said, to have indulged her. She would stop these ridiculous music lessons. Did she—her father asked—have any honor? Any, at all? Any love for her family?

Marguerite’s head felt suddenly gauzy and heavy. Six weeks? She reached out for the wall to brace herself but couldn’t find it; she stumbled to one side slightly, trying to refocus on what her father was saying. He looked into the middle distance while he talked. He’d offered the quicker date, he told her, as a concession. Something the poor young man could take home to his family, a piece of good news. It was a miracle that Naguib hadn’t simply called it all off, then and there.

He said all this with emphasis, his hand movements big and exaggerated. He spoke as if he were delivering a sermon, speaking to a vast congregation that filled the space around her, behind her, beyond her. Then, he turned and—pausing to put on his black-leather, cashmere-lined gloves—left.

Marguerite had no choice but to follow. She walked a few paces behind him down through the doors and out into the broad, open space of the plaza. There were a few of the Model A taxis there, waiting for passengers, and he walked directly toward the first in the line, his steps measured and resolute. He seemed to be channeling his anger and frustration into the way he walked. He didn’t understand, Marguerite knew. Couldn’t understand. Because he—like his own father, and his father’s father before him—was satisfied with being a tobacco merchant. And so she, it followed, should be satisfied being the wife of a tobacco merchant. It was in her name, after all. Tütün—the Turkish word for the tobacco plant. He traded in a dozen varietals, all of them bought and sold by their family for hundreds of years. Rooted in a place, in the Belen Pass—the Syrian Gates—a conduit to the plains of western Syria and their patchwork tobacco fields. Generation after generation. And her father, at the far outpost of the business, trading the valley’s products in Beirut and Damascus, which had been—successively—Ottoman, and then part of the French Mandate, and now an independent nation. Through it all, the family’s profession had remained constant. A way of life that had been largely the same for four hundred years. What could be altered, for the hopes and dreams of a single insignificant girl?




NAÏM [image: ]





Naïm left the apartment and climbed the stairs to the roof. He hesitated as he pushed the little door open; the feeling of sunlight on his body had become a shock. Something he’d always taken for granted now felt foreign and new.

It had been almost three and a half years of war, three and a half years since that day in 2010, when a produce vendor in the Sidi Bouzid Governorate of Northern Tunisia—harassed by the police for not having a permit to sell his merchandise—had set himself on fire. A can of gasoline and a single phosphorescent match. Tariq al-Buazizi. Some bystanders had rushed to extinguish the flames. Others had filmed him as he burned. By the time he’d died, three agonizing weeks later, his image had traveled around the world—and the demonstrations had begun.

First Tunisia, but then Egypt, and Libya, and then—Damascus. Damascus: Could you believe it? Ash-sha’b yurīd isqāt an-nizām. The people demand the fall of the regime. Naïm had watched it all happen, live, on Barada TV. The moment had been intoxicating, a surge of oxygen deep into his lungs; it had almost made him dizzy with its enchantment. Since childhood he’d lined up every morning on the playground and shouted praise for the government: One Arab nation / With an eternal message / Our leader forever / Immortal Comrade Hafez al-Assad. But could that government be fallible? Could it have an end? Qawmīya—the nationalist ideology of the Syrian state—had taught Naïm that the government was everlasting. What if it was wrong?

But qawmīya was deep, ingrained in so many minds and hearts. It taught him that he should dream of sacrificing his body, his mind, his life, for the Syrian Ba’athist Party. And so it made sense, in a way, how the protests had degenerated into war. All of it made logical sense; these were clear next steps. The snipers plucking eyes from corpses; the burns scalding the flesh off a busful of children, leaving them blackened and fused to their seats, charred. Each side blaming the other for murder. No one taking responsibility—each side using the fuel of outrage to justify more attacks. It was his inheritance. Just like the Civil War of 1980 had been his father’s inheritance, and the Revolution in 1963 his grandfather’s. From generation to generation, a blood legacy. A nation created out of nothing by the French Mandate in 1923.

Maybe this was why. How could you force a nation into existence? How could you imagine, sitting in a distant office, that your pen had a power beyond the ability to write in ink? That it was more than an instrument of storytelling? That it could control lives? Could draw lines on a map of the desert and turn them into borders? That one hundred, two hundred years later these lines might be responsible for so much: for the destruction of those same demarcated nations, for the fires that consumed human cities, human bodies, human lives.

Naïm stepped fully into the sunlight. And there was his mother—clothespins in her mouth—reaching up for the long white line of a bedsheet, affixing that bedsheet to the clothesline. He started to apologize, but faltered, aware that she might be angry with him.

She wasn’t. She was singing softly to herself. And she smiled when her son appeared beside her.

And that’s when he heard it—the distant, concussive sound of helicopter rotors—the aluminum alloy blades of an Mi-17’s Klimov engine, a sound that was deeper and more persistent than any other noise in the morning sky. His mother heard it, too. They both walked—carefully, slowly—toward the rooftop’s edge. They stood in the shadow of a bank of satellite dishes. The rotors grew increasingly loud and—down in the street—there was a surge of noise, a desperate shouting.

Naïm glanced over at his mother. She nodded. Hesitant at first, but then gradually braver, he leaned forward and peered over the building’s concrete lip. He looked down to the surface of Tuhama Street, nearly twenty meters below. He prayed that there would be no sniper.

“Incredible,” he whispered, almost immediately, motioning her closer. “Come see.”

There was a single Alaouite family that lived on the ground floor of the building. And now here they were, every one of them, out in the street. They were stuffing their belongings into a flatbed truck—bag after bag after bag. Fleeing.

The family’s matriarch, a large old woman who walked with a cane, was herding everyone into the vehicle. “Yalla,” she was yelling. Hurry! “Yalla, yalla!”

But it was too late. If they’d been warned—alerted by someone in the government that an attack was coming—then the warning hadn’t come fast enough. Because now the sound of the rotors had intensified—and it was clear that the Mi-17s were headed directly for this part of the city. For only a moment, Naïm could see them, moving impossibly fast over the rooftops, three of them in formation. They were a streak of camouflaged metal and heat and sound and then—the explosion.

The barrel bombs had been deadly: nails packed into a barrel and set to scatter on impact—dropped on markets and public meetings and water lines. But the thermobaric aerosol bombs were worse; they reached into buildings; they seeped through any gap—no matter how small—and ignited.

Naïm’s mother tried to protect him. She reached out, but couldn’t quite touch him; an invisible force swept her back, swept her back and pulled her away, pulled her up and into the air.

Everything was disintegrating. Naïm felt his body twist and spin. He was light. He was almost nothing. He was twisting and spinning like a dead, dry falling leaf, and then he saw his mother beside him, and somehow—in the slowness of the frame-by-frame catastrophe—they got tangled up in the satellite dishes. They were somehow caught up in the vinyl wires and fiberglass, and, as the force of the explosion carried them onto the roof of the next building over, the fiberglass sheeting, with its polyethylene coating, acted as a heat shield. A heat shield and then—fractions of a second later—an aerodynamic sled. This was how they survived. Two in a building of ninety-six. Their lungs didn’t burn because they were in the open air; they rode the shock wave of the explosion like unimportant debris. When he landed, the impact knocked Naïm unconscious. His left hand—which he’d raised to shield his face—snagged on a metal pipe and ripped in half.
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The family home on the Avenue des Plumes had a wide interior balcony with a black wrought-iron railing. And every morning, their mother, Veronique, lined them up on that balcony for a tablespoon of cod-liver oil and a calcium shot. Marguerite—the oldest—and then her brother Michèl, and then the other four children—two boys, two girls.

Now! her mother called out. Maintenant! She stressed each syllable equally, her voice barking the vowels out in a rhythmic cadence. “Marguerite! Vite!” Quickly!

“I’m coming, I’m coming.”

Marguerite got her breakfast from the kitchen—a single slice of toast and a café au lait—and consumed it as she waited for her mother to make her way down the line. She watched her siblings squirm as the shots went in their sides, into the knot of muscle just above the tailbone. Then they swallowed the cod liver, uniformly scowling. Michèl’s expression was especially pained—a fact their mother didn’t like.

“Do you want another spoonful?” she said. “I have plenty in here.”

She tapped the big brown bottle with the side of the spoon. It had an image of a fish embossed on its side: SCOTT’S EMULSION—cod-liver oil, lime, and glycerin. It was supposed to keep the children healthy—to ward off disease with the strength of the sea. It was her mother’s favorite medicine; no one could question its efficacy without enduring a blistering fusillade of anger. Her great-grandmother had survived the cholera epidemic in 1855 because of it. Everyone knew that. And if they didn’t know, they would soon know, because her mother would tell them.

They sat at the long rectangular table. Marguerite could still taste the saline, aquatic flavor of the cod as she ate her toast. Breakfast was a performance. The family had roles to play. Her father: Aloof, carefully dressed, wearing one of his brown work suits. Reading the newspaper. He held the newspaper up like a shield; she imagined it to be his inky, folded coat of arms. The children arrayed themselves around him: Michèl and Marguerite closest—on his right and his left, respectively. Then the others. In a constant battle to be nearest to their father.

Joseph, the youngest. Georges, his brother. Siham, the youngest girl. Katrin, the middle sister. There they were, her family. So many bodies, crashing through the space of the house just after sunrise. A rooster crowing in his rooftop enclosure; the rattle of truck engines on Bachir Boulevard.

Her father, for all of his anger the night before—he’d refused to even look at her on the taxi ride home—was now imperious and unperturbed. If he was worried about any of it, about anything that had happened, he didn’t show it. Just the newspaper. He was just reading the newspaper. Even her mother was calm. If the change in plans—and the logistical chaos it would almost certainly cause—bothered her, interested her, affected her in any way, she didn’t let on. Their mood seemed uniform, almost as if they’d discussed, ahead of time, how they’d behave in the dining room.

Édouard turned to Marguerite’s mother as she walked past.

“Another bombing,” he said. She stopped.

“Jerusalem?” She was holding an embossed glass vase, and she held it in midair. She looked poised and careful.

“Small town in the east,” Édouard said, frowning. “Rift Valley.”

Marguerite’s mother turned and looked at her husband—at all of them, as they drank their coffee and milk. “It’s a war, then?”

“Not yet,” her father said.

“Monsieur Sarruf says that Palestine should be independent, and that Lebanon deserves its independence, too,” Michèl said. “And I agree with him.”

Monsieur Sarruf was the family’s piano teacher. An instructor who’d been trained in French performance academies, he gave lessons in his second-story flat near the Place des Canons in central Beirut. For Marguerite, the sound of the piano was inextricably tied to the sound of Monsieur Sarruf’s own voice. Urging her to play better, to concentrate, to build the melody with power and grace. When she wrote music—which she’d done for years—she imagined only Monsieur Sarruf, sitting at his kitchen table in his big bow tie, poring over her score, nodding his head with the rhythms of a conductor’s baton.

“Monsieur Sarruf is wrong,” their father said, shaking his head.

Their mother retreated as soon as he began talking. Marguerite knew, of course, that she was afraid of her father’s anger, which could surge so unexpectedly. The way that God is Our Father, Édouard was fond of saying, the father is the god of the family.

But Marguerite wasn’t her mother. She read the papers as well; she’d formed her own opinions about the way that the territory of Palestine—all of it—had been seized, taken away, to build a new state. She thought of herself as pragmatic, certainly more pragmatic than anyone in her family, and she thought that there must have been a way to establish a nation that didn’t lead to rage—to fury and weaponized mobilization. She was about to say something about this to her father when—the door buzzer rang.

The morning mail. “I’ll get it,” Marguerite said quickly. She stood up and rushed through the curved archway to the foyer, headed out the door of their flat, and down its short flight of stairs. Her hand on the interior doorknob and then: Here he was. The mail carrier, holding a large bundle of envelopes tied together with a length of twine. He handed them to her.

It had arrived. She looked at the envelope with wonder. Here it was—in her hands. An airmail letter—PAR AVION—in a long A4 envelope. French stamps. République Française. Four of them. The musky red image of the basilica at Toulouse, its single ornate spire rising above a Romanesque facade. Arranged in a perfect rectangle, uncut and unbroken. Marked with a two-week-old cancellation. Paris. She held it to her chest. The document she’d been waiting for, dreading, hoping, imagining. Her admission letter—or denial—from the Conservatoire de Paris. The most prestigious music school in Europe. She could barely breathe.

Marguerite’s back was turned to the stairway, though, and then she heard footsteps in the hallway above her. Quickly, she tucked the letter underneath the waistband of her skirt, pressing it taut against the skin of her stomach. She spun around and there was her mother, just a few feet away, already a step or two down the staircase. Marguerite straightened her shoulders. Hiding had become second nature to her; it was a survival tactic, no more, no less.

“A letter from the dressmaker,” she said.

“Oh, darling,” her mother said. Her eyes brightened; she was clearly excited. “See? I told you. It’s the most exciting time in a woman’s life.”

“Yes, maman.”

“A lucky woman walks from her father’s house to her husband’s house.”

“Yes, maman.”

“Don’t look so down,” her mother said. “Get more rest. Take care of yourself, habibti.”

Marguerite felt her stomach clench and release, clench and release. Everywhere was a performance. Everywhere someone needed to be pleased, demanded something from her. Yes, maman, she said a few more times, and then she was rushing back up the stairs to her room, splitting the envelope open with her fingernail, breaking the seam, and pulling out the letter. Pierre-Yves Malieu, she read, the Director of the Conservatoire de Paris certifies that M. Toutoungi, born on January 8, 1925, is admitted to the school of composition.

Those words. Those two glorious words: Is admitted. Été admise. M. Toutoungi is admitted. She fell on her bed, clutching the papers to her chest. She felt the air puff around her body as she fell. What an incredible thing. Immediately, she remembered Oum Kalthoum’s words the previous night. If this wasn’t the world showing her the path—then she didn’t know what else it might be. For one moment, Marguerite felt the joy of what she’d done. But it was brief—this satisfaction. It dissipated quickly. Because—of course—she had applied in secret.

All the work, all the fear, all the lying and forgery of documents, of recommendations, the payment of bakshish, of bribes. But—at the center of it—her writing, her sonatas, a series of them, that she’d composed over the past five years. Believing in the strength of her work but not telling anyone. Not even telling Monsieur Sarruf about the application, for fear of the news getting back to her family. A scholarship. A full waiver of fees. She had three weeks in which to notify them of her intentions and claim her spot in the fall. There was one problem, of course, other than telling her family: Marguerite had not specified her gender on her application.

She’d left the box blank, and, in the letters of recommendation that she’d forged, she’d avoided pronouns altogether. She’d worried that she’d be less likely, as a woman, to gain admission. She’d wanted her work to stand on its own. And it had. It had reached across a continent and a sea and returned to her here in Beirut, here in the city where—increasingly—she felt like a captive. Kiss the hand you can’t bite, her father often said, but now she just imagined that hand holding her down—pressing her back against the bed, pinning her in place, making sure she couldn’t move.

Outside she heard a street vendor walking by. It was the man who sold rosewater pudding. His voice rose into a trill as he moved from building to building: Malabi! Malabi! Malabi! She could smell the faint diesel odor of the morning air, but she could also imagine the milky sweet taste of the pudding. The slightest scent of roses.

Marguerite took the envelope, the letter, to her desk. She put it down on the surface of her vanity. It was an incredible thing, made more incredible by the way it looked in the context of her room. She held it up and imagined how it would be if it were framed and hanging on her wall. She imagined a diploma from the conservatory with her name on it. CONSERVATOIRE NATIONAL DES ARTS ET MÉTIERS. Just the words, themselves, were a harmonious music.

She spun around, closing her eyes and throwing her head back with a dizzy thrill. She imagined the ink that would mark her name on the formal document of her diploma one day, bright and black and shiny.

“Are you dancing?”

Marguerite gasped. “You scared me.”

It was her brother. “Your door was open. I could hear you staggering around. I didn’t know you’d been drinking.”

“Very funny,” Marguerite said. “You know Father doesn’t approve of women who drink.”

“Father doesn’t approve of anything,” Michèl said.

Marguerite sat down at the vanity. She looked at her brother. She paused. She had something to show him, she said. It was a surprise. She was nervous. “You swear to secrecy?”

“Of course,” he said.

“Absolute and total. You can’t tell anyone.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Of course.”

She handed him the letter. Slowly, he scanned the text. She could see understanding move across his face. He was shocked, at first, but then his features settled into something different. “How long have you known?” he said.

An hour, she told him. It was her greatest dream—the same school that Monsieur Sarruf had attended. “Of course,” Michèl said. But his tone was unexpectedly angry. He didn’t seem happy for her at all.

“And what about Naguib Ghali?” he said. “Does he even know you applied?”

“What do you think?”

“I have no idea,” he said. “Why do you say it like that?”

“Because he’s the last person in the world I’d tell anything,” she said. “And you know that.”

“Do I?”

“You do.”

She stared at her brother. He looked, more and more, like their father. He already had his mannerisms—the rough hand gestures, evidence of his heritage in the Turkish countryside, a legacy of his family that living in a city, a city like Beirut, couldn’t erase. These were physical mannerisms passed down unconsciously from generation to generation; his body was a replica of some long-forgotten ancestor in the tobacco fields of Latakia. She loved this about him, sure, but it also frightened her.
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