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About the author (in a way)


I was born in Syria, in a village called Taara near the city of Suweida.


We didn't have electricity in the village until I was seven, but I've understood the value of light ever since. I first learned to write in lamplight and so letters seem to me to shine even as the world grows dark.


I learned everything important in life by the time I was seven years old: the meaning of light, nature, what it meant to be born innocent. All of that before the grind of school, party, and sect. Letters and words were the only things that could fly me up over the walls of these confines, and as I near forty, it seems not much has changed.


Words make us free. Anytime a place or a period of time goes wrong, the suffering turn to words. Words console, they give hope. I know their value because I grew up in a dazzling darkness. Sarmada is part of that darkness though it was written in the flicker of a white candle and the faint light of a lamp. As words grow, space narrows, and as ideas expand, words fail to stretch. I felt I had no choice but to leave the most mysterious place I've ever known.


That was Damascus.


I moved there when I was only eighteen, desperately seeking love, freedom, and life. And it took me a decade of living in Damascus to realize that it's the only place on earth that doesn't care about passing time. It's puzzlingly steady. Everyone runs and hurries, wars and emigrates, but she simply waits for them to return.


No matter where you end up, Damascus is there waiting for you.


It's a mind-blowing and captivating city, cocooned in magic. You've got to fall in love, go to jail, go hungry and hang about before Damascus will give you the keys to its secrets. Otherwise it'll just carry on, content merely to be the oldest inhabited capital in the world.


When the brief Damascus Spring collapsed in 2001, I moved to Dubai.


It's the total opposite of Damascus. Dubai is a city of fantasies. Damascus is a fantasy city.


But Dubai gave me a passport to other cities: to London, Amsterdam, Lisbon, Prague, even to Paris, where in the drizzling autumn, on some side street, I met a woman who combined the darkness of Suweida, the light of Damascus, and the fancy of Dubai. We got married and she led me to a place where I could settle down. And then came Sarmada. Born out of the wombs of fertile cities. And my son, Adad, too, has been born—a second baby—as I watch my country struggle to bring its own more beautiful child into the world. Syria is in labor and freedom draws near.


Fadi Azzam, 2011










I


Azza


There wasn't anything about her that caught the eye. To tell the truth, I didn't even notice her until my friend introduced me—in Arabic—to the man from Syria standing beside her. We exchanged a few pleasantries, the way two compatriots do when they meet abroad, restrained good cheer, dubious of what lay behind the words. Then he asked me where I was from. “From the mountains.” When he asked me whereabouts exactly, I said, “Sarmada,” and just as soon as the words “a village called Sarmada” left my mouth, the woman turned to us as if what I'd said had had some impact on her. She addressed me, looking a little out of sorts, and apologized for butting in.


“Did you say you were from Sarmada?” she asked.


“Yes,” I answered calmly, though slightly unsure of where this was going. “Do you know someone from there?” I asked, trying to decipher the look in her eyes. She was in her forties, wearing a black dress, accentuated by beads of the same color. There was a look of smoldering disbelief in her eyes, and her face had become stern, severe even, as she examined me. I smiled placidly.


“What are the chances of meeting someone from Sarmada in Paris of all places?” she said. “Do you live here?”


“No, no. I’m just here on business—a quick trip, I leave tomorrow.”


“How are things in Sarmada? How’s the village doing?” she asked, her stare softening.


“Things are good—but, to be honest, I don’t go back very often. I live in Dubai…” I was interrupted by the sound of heady applause echoing around the hall. The French media personality, in whose honor the Institut du Monde Arabe was throwing this reception, had arrived. The woman’s voice faded away and one of those dapper older gentlemen walked over to her, shifting her attention from our conversation to the party at hand.


Before she left, she said, “My name’s Azza Tawfiq. Do you have a pen?” I felt at my pockets, but I couldn’t find one. She borrowed one from the sedate, dapper old man, who was looking at me icily. She scribbled her phone number down onto a napkin and handed it to me. Her eyes seemed to teem with unspoken words. “Call me. It’s important…,” she said; her voice was swallowed up by the celebratory din. The hall was packed and everyone was speaking French, which I didn’t understand. My friend was caught up in the proceedings, and so I slipped quietly away. I strolled along the river Seine, watching the passing boats and the traffic in the street, savoring the splendor of a stroll through Paris, as my mind began to fill with images of my own tiny hometown. How had that woman suddenly brought Sarmada roaring back into my thoughts? Empty nostalgia had never been able to get its claws into me before. I’d built up defenses against it over the many long years since I’d left that empty place, where lives are crushed, that land of waiting endlessly for what never comes.


Sarmada had never been anything more than a hollow shell that I'd happened to pass through. My bitterest days were spent there, and it had saddled me with pain and fear and selfeffacement. It had taken years to get it out of me. And now, by the banks of the Seine, something new was flickering inside of me, bringing Sarmada back; or at least what little of it remained: a few dusty old faces and some bland memories. There was no special taste or flavor left to tempt you into reminiscing about anyone in particular. As my footsteps quickened, my head began to swirl with crazed thoughts. Can a man ever truly reject the place he was born, try to disown it, to deny its afflictions? So that's how it started, and it was like sinking into mire.


By the time I got back to the Hotel Alba in Saint-Michel, it was past eleven. I packed, took a hot shower, and let sleep swallow me up. I woke up feeling unusually energetic after a night of strange sleep. I went down to reception, settled my bill, took care of a few visa formalities, and left my bag at the desk. Then I called her. The voice on the other end was thickly drowsy, and thoroughly feminine. “It's Rafi Azmi.”


“Who?”


“We met last night at the reception for Alain Ghayouche and you said I should call you.” Something must have clicked because her voice suddenly came to life.


“Oh, yes! Hello. When can we meet? Where?”


“My plane leaves from Charles de Gaulle this evening, so now, if you're not busy.”


“No, fine. Where are you?”


“Cafe le Depart - St. Michel.”


“I'll be there in half an hour.”


It was my last day in Paris and I was off to Damascus to continue researching a documentary I was working on about building bridges between East and West. My work as a filmmaker meant I had to travel all over the place to arrange interviews and scout out shooting locations but, lucky for me, I'd managed to finish everything I needed to do the day before. I'd decided to cap the day off by meeting up with an old friend from university, who'd invited me to the reception where the woman and I had met.


We sat at a corner table opposite the Gibert Jeune bookshop. There was a severity, and a certain subtle sadness, in her brown eyes, and a noble air seemed to overlay her features. She spoke Lebanese Arabic, and after no more than a few words of small talk, delved straight into the heart of the matter. “I'm from the Chouf, and I've got relatives in Sarmada.”


“Right, well that explains everything,” I said, and parried, “So this is all just sectarian sentimentality?”


“No, it isn't that.” She was silent for a beat, and then she looked straight into my eyes and in all seriousness said, “I lived in Sarmada in a past life. If you believe in transmigration, or if you've ever heard of it, you'll know what I mean.”


I didn't say anything. I was too shocked to say anything. Of course, I had been raised in a culture that considered the transmigration of souls to be a key part of everyday faith and loved to tell stories about transmigrators, from the childishly entertaining to the willfully exaggerated—if only to underline the fact that a belief in metempsychosis made the Druze stand out from all the other esoteric sects who believed in transference, or animal, vegetable, and mineral transmutations. Transmigration is when a soul travels from one human being to another, and it's entirely distinct from those other beliefs—about the soul being transferred into the body of an animal, or into a plant, or the worst punishment of all, into a rock, which was reserved for the most tortured of souls, bound and confined within a rock or a boulder, a form of unrelenting punishment until it's decided that the soul should be freed from its rocky imprisonment.


Transmigration, one of many mysterious tenets of the Druze faith, gives the community a feeling of blood purity and unadulterated lineage because Druze souls only ever transmigrate into Druze bodies. Not once in my life had I ever given the topic the slightest thought. I just considered it to be one of the many charming religious spectacles that Syria takes such pleasure in. She continued undeterred, “I was murdered at half past four in the afternoon on the first Tuesday in December, 1968. My name in that life was Hela Mansour. I can still remember a lot about that previous life and—if you're interested—a lot of the details of what happened in the last two and a half hours. I can see it all with perfect clarity as if it were only yesterday.”


I studied her face, my own mouth agape, and saw how her expression became clouded as she told her disturbing story. “I don't really know how to put this,” I said, “but the truth is, I don't actually believe in transmigration, or in much else, for that matter—except reason and science. To me, stories of transmigration are just collective memory. People who think they're recalling a past life are just recalling some common occurrences.” I thought about telling her the joke about the overweight fortune teller, but something about her look—and her patronizing smile—stopped my detached logic in its tracks.


“Listen, Rafi,” she began. “I teach quantum mechanics at the Sorbonne and I wrote my PhD thesis on the development of chaos theory—if you even know what that is,” she added mockingly. “But here I am, and I'm telling you that I had a past life and that my brothers murdered me… I wanted to ask you about them. To ask how they're getting on.


“In any case, scientific logic and my personal life are two different things as far as I'm concerned. I've never told anyone what I'm about to tell you now—or at least not like this—but as Einstein said, ‘If the facts don't fit the theory, change the facts.'”


“Are you saying you've got a theory about transmigration?” I shot back with equivalent condescension.


“No, not hardly. My own pride and logic always rejected the idea of my past life, or metempsychosis. And plus, I can’t prove anything empirically. But the truth’s inside of me, I realize that. It’s here, it’s part of me. I’m carrying two lives—at least—inside of me, but that doesn’t bother me anymore: after this life, I’ve started seeing things more clearly, less black- and-white. After all, Einstein also said that ‘Imagination is more important than knowledge.’”


My memory threw out another Einstein quotation—not to provoke her, but to give her something to contemplate: “‘Reality is merely an illusion, albeit a very persistent one.’”


“And in practice,” she added grudgingly, “a persistent illusion beats an idiot’s imagination.”


I felt as if someone was trying to dismantle everything I thought I knew and send me back into the deep anxiety I’d escaped so long ago. I’d thought that God, religion, and all that other hocus pocus would never be able to trouble me again. But she cut in on my silent self-examination and called upon the genius of relativity to boot, conjuring him up with a mystic’s fluency: “‘As far as the laws of mathematics refer to reality, they are not certain, as far as they are certain, they do not refer to reality.’” I backed down in the face of such unanticipated resolve, and, to be even more frank, I don’t think anyone in the entire world would’ve been able to resist the certainty and sadness in that lovely woman’s eyes. I let myself listen to her story, holding my judgment for another time.


She asked about the village: about some people I knew, others I’d at least heard of, and a few I didn’t know at all. Little by little, we recreated the village together. We told its story and called forth its characters in that Parisian cafe just over the road from the statue of Saint Michel himself. Our conversation was amiable, full of some unknown cheer. I genuinely needed her help to be able to see the village where I’d grown up, the place I’d abandoned years earlier, and which was now nothing more than a stifling confine I liked to visit every few years or so to see my family and what friends were still around and then to make a hasty exit. Six hours flew by and it was time for me to leave. I told her I'd be back in Paris soon to continue my work and I promised her that I'd go to Sarmada and get the answers she was looking for, and that I'd be happy to see her when I got back. She hugged me and kissed my cheek and we both felt as if we'd known each other for years. When she wished me a safe flight, I felt as if I were saying goodbye to a relative.


Not once during the entire five-and-a-half-hour flight did the story of Azza Tawfiq leave my thoughts. I didn't believe a word of what she'd said, of course, but all the same it had left me with a trace of pity and grief that tempered my cool detachment and filled me with a warm and burgeoning affection. For the first time since I'd left Sarmada years ago, something was happening inside of me, a moment of brightness, of revelation, that made me feel as if I were someone else. I took out my notebook and began recording—“write” isn't the right word—Azza Tawfiq's story, or maybe it was Hela Mansour's, and I forgot all about my to-do list.




[image: ]


I arrived in Sarmada.


I carried her story around with me. I made enquiries, compared, contrasted. The evidence I'd collected in the beginning didn't prove anything: Hela Mansour could have been Azza Tawfiq, but she could have been any other woman for that matter. For a whole week, I roamed around the village and through its ruins, trailing the story, collecting and comparing all the different versions. Azza's voice returned and I could hear her as she told her story. Her words echoing in those places, in the faces of men and women who were still alive after all those years. I prodded at their memories and told the story from the very beginning.




[image: ]


On a Tuesday at noon just after a light shower of rain, I, Hela Mansour, returned to Sarmada from the southern road, my hands free of warts, walking just as I had thirteen years before when I walked down to the Salt Spring. I slowed down as I crossed Poppy Bridge and looked out over the valley stretched beneath me. My eyes surveyed the contours of the village and the houses, which hadn't changed much, and I steeled myself, determined to keep it together for those few moments before I'd have to face the others. I knew full well the law in these parts. The blood of any woman who married against the wishes of the Druze community was considered suitable only for holy sacrifice or permanent banishment. I hadn't cared much about the details when I ran off with Azaday at the age of eighteen. I left my five brothers to endure excruciating pain and much derision, but I'd answered the call of my heart, and run off, driven by a mysterious pleasure laced with the thrill of delicious, fervent fear, and of breaking a stricture that had been around for more than nine hundred years.
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 “Hela Mansour..Salama repeated the name as if he were suddenly seized by some deep sorrow. He was quiet for a while and then continued, “She was the most beautiful girl in Sarmada—I can still remember how she turned every head in the street. Women would drag their children indoors and old men would climb up to the roofs to get a look at her. The whole of Sarmada was smitten. We never thought they'd actually go through with it, but the look in her eyes told us we’d been wrong. She faced her death with her head held high; she didn’t seem the slightest bit afraid. God have mercy on her and her father. She was one of a kind.” Salama launched into a detailed retelling of that winter day; some of what he said matched what Azza Tawfiq had told me in Paris, but my job was just to collect it all impassively.


I didn’t want transmigration to be real and I didn’t want reality to start transmigrating. I knew full well that life constantly repeated itself, confined to its fixed orbit, impervious to any specific time, and that Sarmada—like all the other small towns of the East—was happy to look no further than itself and never changed much, no matter how much time passed.


Azza Tawfiq’s story appeared and disappeared as I compared it to the different versions I heard from the townspeople; sometimes they corroborated her version and at other times they diverged from it. I decided I wouldn’t make any judgments. I knew my responsibility was to record it all with a documentarian’s professional fidelity, and yet some powerful intuition told me that something was out there waiting for me, far beyond the borders of my comprehension. After all, I thought I was at a safe remove, safe from the bad omen the story portended. What came next would prove me entirely wrong: my life left its customary course and set down a new, unmarked path deep into the treacherous thicket of past and future, as the boundary between different periods of time faded from view.


To discover what had happened to Hela Mansour, I would have to throw open the doors of that locked room, as if to air it out, to dispel the damp and musty torpor Sarmada gave off. One question loomed above the rest: Had I really been born here? Had I actually lived here?


All through the quarter century I had spent here, the overpowering urge to get away from that remote world had kept me from appreciating my reality in all its complexity. So I set about gathering up images I plucked carefully from the landscape to help me compose a story, and in the meantime other stories were preparing to rise up out of the gloom.


When I compared the recollections I’d gathered in the village to what I’d heard from the physics professor, the first scene began to form before my eyes. If I were the type of person who insisted on captioning every last thing, I would have titled this chapter: “Winter 1968: After five years on the run, Hela Mansour returns to her village.”


She walked along calmly, her hands wart-free, and passed by the old houses with her head held high in that supercilious way she’d inherited from her father, who’d fought in the Great Syrian Revolt and was one of the most esteemed men in the village. She walked down the narrow alleyways between the stone houses and caught snatches of what the people were whispering about her. Sarmada looked on, clammy with anticipation.


“She’s fearless,” murmured some of the women.


“She’s not being brave, she just wants to rub it in,” a neighbor retorted. “She should’ve come back quietly. There are still some young men in this village, you know.”


“May God teach her shame,” said another.


“Pray for us, Blessed Virgin.”


“Lord help us,” said one, making the sign of the cross.


“Praise the Lord for making her! She’s prettier than ever.”


“Folks say he kicked her to the curb once he was through with her.”


“Protect us, Lord.”


“Shame on them.”


“She deserves whatever she gets.”


The scattered whispers ran down the village streets to the old family house, which her brothers had abandoned after she’d run off. They’d moved to the outskirts of the village, where they lived in exile with their shame, consigned to a world of wary looks and bated breath. The whispers of onlookers mixed with the fear in the air as everyone awaited the end of this woman, who'd shamed her family, besmirched her father's good name and proud legacy, insulted Sarmada and its ways, and evaded every lethal trap her brothers had set for her over the years. And now she'd decided to return simply to die.


The story's getting a little confusing—I can tell—and if you're not familiar with the details, you're probably a little uncomfortable with where things are headed, so I'll let Azza Tawfiq take over. Let's return to her, sitting in Cafe le Depart on the day we met, and let's listen closely so that the music coming from the Latin Quarter begins to fade away. I studied her voice, her gestures, the way the words slipped out from between her full lips, her eyes as they overran with mystery and wonder, and then, all of a sudden, she stopped. She asked the waiter to bring us another round of coffee and some sparkling water. Then she turned to me once more, and with a mix of compassion and indifference, she said, “Tell me when you get hungry. Lunch is on me.”


We had a few hours still before I had to leave. Thankfully, I'd thought to pay the hotel bill and leave my luggage at the desk. I nodded because I didn't want anything to interrupt the sound of her voice. My body absorbed every single word she said, and filed them in my memory for safekeeping, where I assigned each a shape, a person, a place, a reference until it formed a complete and parallel world. She went on calmly, even warmly, describing the murdered woman's route through the village, as if it were all just a picture she could see right in front of her.


The house she described was one I knew very well. The mulberry tree that Nawwaf Mansour used to guard was one of the highlights of my illicit fruit filching escapades as a child, and it stood directly across from Farida's place. Oh, I should mention to you that Farida and her son Bulkhayr will be making an appearance in our story presently; it's a bit like a relay race, actually, with one runner passing the baton on to the next.


Allow me to return to Azza as she tells us about Windhill, Hyena's Rise, Poppy Bridge, and how the village looks in winter. How this elegant Parisian, with her authentic Lebanese accent, knew the names of these different spots and byways in a neglected village overrun with oblivion, dust, and tedium, was beyond me, but it did tickle me! There was simply nothing as heart-rendingly delightful as hearing her say all those names that I'd locked up in my memory. Some had gone missing, some had mutated, but here they were; it was as if we shared the exact same childhood memories. Nevertheless, I'll let Azza tell the story so that I can try to put off my own memories, which had suddenly been brought back to life, and imagine a Sarmada I'd never known before. In that hypnotic voice she described her past life and how she arrived at her family home, which was near collapse since her brothers had abandoned it in shame. They had withdrawn to the outskirts of the village, leaving their old house at the mercy of armies of ants, roaches, spiders, and moths. The physics professor described her ar- rival—or Hela Mansour's—as follows:


“I came to the ruins of the old house and walked through the gate made out of thin steel that rust had all but eaten away. I looked at the walls. I missed every stone in the place. I could smell the scents of my childhood locked away in each one. I prayed to God they wouldn't come just yet; that they'd give me some time. I didn't want to die there. I was worried that some of my blood would spill down to the mulberry tree, my old childhood friend, my dream companion. Me, my mother, and the tree, we were the only women in a house full of men, full of manliness. My mother had been buried beside the tree even though everyone was against the idea of her being so far away from the family plot up at the Khashkhasha cemetery. I couldn't stand the idea of my blood seeping down into the darkness for my mother to taste.


“I was sad to see the decrepit old tree and her withered, leafless branches. She seemed smaller somehow, like a senile old woman. Can you imagine what it's like to know that you'll be dead in an hour?


“What are you supposed to do in an hour?


“But to tell you the truth, you can make an hour last a lifetime. And that's what I did. I dug a hole in the muddy earth around the massive tree trunk about a half-yard deep and buried a copy of my will. The will wasn't important—I don't even remember what I wrote—but I felt that I needed to leave something behind, some trace, whether on the earth or underneath it. I buried my mother's silver bracelets, too, and a little bell that had once hung around the neck of a cow that'd been my childhood friend and given me my first reason to grieve. I prayed to my parents' souls to forgive me and to forgive my brothers for what they were about to do.


“The funny thing is that, to this day, when I remember going to the house, I get upset because I didn't sweep up or water the plants. I didn't spare a thought for the camellias, the lilies or the tulips; I didn't prune the jasmine to bring it back to life.


“Well, yes, I had run off with a stranger years before. I had abandoned my family because I loved him. But the day I did it, it was just an accident, a passing fear or a desire—I don't know. I can't really remember, and I probably won't ever be able to explain it.


“My brother Nawwaf slapped me with that massive hand of his. The shepherds had already told them that I'd been meeting Azaday in the northern orchards. They'd found us embracing, sharing a kiss—my first. My first kiss became a scandal that swept through the entire village. It was also my first slap; no one had ever hit me before. My brother took a step back when he saw the blood pouring out of my nose and covering my face. He was furious, but he let me go and stormed off.


“Mother had died by then, and I was left in their care. I was the youngest, I was the only girl and I was spoiled. Every pore of my skin gave off the scent of their mother and they’d been more liberal with me than any other brothers in Sarmada. The day I was caught kissing a stranger and the news of the scandal spread throughout the village was a disaster for them. In Sarmada, you can keep anything a secret for as long as you want, no matter what it is—except for love. Love is a disgrace. I’m not talking about sex or about a physical relationship; everyone has a physical relationship of some form or other. As long as it stays purely physical, then there’s no shame in it. But for whatever reason, when it comes to love and something brings it to the surface, inevitably it’s exposed. It shoots out from wherever it starts, meets with universal disapproval, and finds its way onto every tongue.


“In the room looking out over the garden, I wept as the blood continued to flow from my nose, while they debated what they were going to do to him. They were threatening either to kill him or to beat him to within an inch of his life just so they could teach him a lesson he’d never forget. I couldn’t stand to see him tortured like that, so I knew I had to go and warn him. He was scared and confused, sure, but I knew he wouldn’t have run away. I walked calmly over to the water bucket by the front gate and washed and combed my hair, which was tangled and matted with blood. I put my hair up in a ponytail, grabbed a small bag and stuffed a few trivial things in it—I have no clue, for example, why I put the cowbell in—and then I slipped quietly away. They paid no attention to me, distracted as they were with their shouting and rage. It never occurred to them that I’d dare to leave the house after a scandal like that.


“I listened to them improvising oaths, swearing on their honor, and I slipped out right behind them. All it would’ve taken was for one of them to turn his head to see me leaving, but they carried on bellowing. I walked unseen through Sarmada and I knew exactly where to find him. We'd gotten used to operating in secret and we'd figured out where we could go to be safe from prying eyes. It didn't take long to find him near the vineyard. We clung to each other. We were both terrified and I can remember seeing tears in his eyes. I begged him to leave the village right away. I told him my brothers were planning to kill him, or to make an example out of him, and there was no point in trying to fight them. I begged him to leave Sarmada and I promised to love him forever. He pushed me back violently and then grabbed me by the shoulders. ‘I'm not leaving you,’ he said. ‘Either I die here or you come with me. Only death can keep us apart.’ He was shouting and swearing that he wouldn't move an inch, that he wouldn't leave without me. He was deadly serious, resolute, insistent. And he had the most beautiful angry eyes in the world.


“I embraced him and said yes. I melted into him. All I remember is giving myself to him body and soul, just as he'd given himself to me. All it took was a few drops of blood and my virginity was lost. I'd shed all my bonds now. It wasn't a whim or a moment of weakness, it was a reality I'd chosen for myself without knowing. I lay in his arms, half-naked, coated in dirt and dust and pleasure. ‘Fine. I'll come with you,’ I said.


“We spent all those years in exile walking together. The road and the villages and towns we passed through ate away at our feet. We tried to flee the country and failed, but we never stopped walking, on and on. The loveliest memory, the thing I'll never forget, is that we walked together, side by side. After that day, I felt as if I'd been born to walk, but there was still a short distance I had to cross to reach my final—fated—destination. And so, after I buried my will, the cowbell and my mother's bracelets, I walked out of the house and headed towards them.”
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Everything I'd managed to learn confirmed the fact that the day after Hela ran away was a total nightmare for Hamad Mansour's five sons. The villagers had all gathered in the square, some to gloat at their misfortune, others offering to help, and the brothers stacked the Epistles of Wisdom, the Quran, and the Bible all on top of one another and swore a savage oath: they announced that their sister had run off with some hotshot—as they'd taken to calling him—and they swore that they wouldn't light a single fire, or receive a single guest, or pronounce a single word about village affairs, or even trim their beards until they'd slit her throat. Salama told me what it was like to watch the scandal unfold: “The brothers made that oath to hide their shame and to put an end to all the dirty gossip in the village. People are ruthless when it comes to those who violate the accepted customs, and to anyone associated with them.


“Over the next five years, the brothers grew more and more isolated, and their beards grew longer so that you could barely tell them apart, and they themselves struggled to tell one day from the next. It was a strange sight to see them going around together dressed in the same clothes, the same faces hidden behind long beards, with the same gloomy look. They were serious about killing her. The only thing that mattered to them anymore was tracking her down and killing her.”


Father Elias, the priest, who was not only caring but thoughtful, hugged me and asked me how I'd been. Had I missed him? He'd been a kind of godfather to everyone in my generation. He'd baptized all the children in Sarmada and ministered to them all—Christian, Druze, and Muslim—for they were all God's flock. Similarly, he insisted that the Christian boys in the village be circumcised like all the Druze and Muslim children. He was known for his easy-going sense of humor and his ability to find something to laugh about in any situation no matter how bitter it was.


It had been customary in Sarmada for the villagers to have their children baptized ever since people had come and settled here from the Lebanon three hundred years ago. It was both a religious and a social rite for everyone in the village, regardless of confession or sect, although no one really understood how it managed to work. In civil war Lebanon, people were killed based on their sect, they were raped with whisky bottles, their corpses were mutilated, their skulls were gouged with power tools and their throats slit with razor blades. The people of Sarmada, on the other hand, lived together peacefully. I'll never forget how in 1983 two families, one Christian and one Druze, escaped over the mountains from Lebanon and took refuge with relatives in Sarmada. Lebanon's sectarian thinking could never understand how a majority Druze village would consent to be led by a Christian! Or why the Christians in Sarmada would donate money to help build a majlis, the Druze house of worship!


They'd find it no less astonishing, of course, to know that after the village church was consecrated, the first wedding to be held there was for a Druze couple. You just can't understand the secret of a place like Sarmada and its special harmony unless you've lived there or in one of the other small towns in Syria. I mean, there was even a very brave Christian among the leaders of the Great Syrian Revolt. The colonial-minded French who'd tried to divide the country up into petty states and factions could never understand why Christian freedom fighters or revolutionaries would rebel against them, and they had to denounce the whole lot of them as traitors. Or how when they threatened to confiscate the secret Druze Epistles of Wisdom, the people simply hid them with Muslim and Christian families for safekeeping.


Father Elias had grown old quickly, for sure. I hadn't seen him in years, but that captivating benevolence still shone in his smiling eyes. When I asked him if he remembered Hela Mansour's murder, he became downcast. “Why do you want to go digging up the past?”


“I need to hear the whole story so I can find out exactly what happened. We might make a film about it...” I said.


“He that is without sin among you…” he repeated Christ’s famous words a few times. Then he took a deep breath and let out a long sigh. “You know, Rafi, the cruelest death is a death for honor’s sake. Christ came and purified us of the sins of the body and the mundane pleasures of the flesh, but you still see things like this happening. What happened to Hela Mansour, though, that was something else. It was the worst thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”


He looked distressed and took a few steps toward the rectory. “I can still remember how the air smelled that night. The whole place reeked of death. The brothers had heard that she’d come back, so me and a few others ran over to see them. At first, I figured it’d be better to take refuge in the church, to pray and spare myself the spectacle of a public death, but after I saw her with my own eyes, I felt I had to stop her brothers from behaving so stupidly. We went to their house—the one beside the flour mill—and we found Nawwaf, the eldest brother, there all by himself. He just stared at us indifferently until his other brothers all came running in and crowding around us. They were all on edge and smoking frantically. After they’d all arrived, one of them said, ‘She’s back.’”


“‘Where is she?’ asked Nawwaf.


“‘She’s at the house,’ answered the youngest brother and then in the blink of an eye they scattered—as if they’d practiced the ritual a thousand times before—and rooted out their rustiest weapons: razors, knives, and cleavers. They started scraping off the rust and sharpening the blades as we begged them to see reason and to let her go in peace. We said we'd find a way to get her to leave Sarmada, but Nawwaf just loaded his shotgun and shot a few rounds into the air.


“He blew up, screaming at us, ‘Whoever feels like getting buried today, just stay right there for one more minute!’ He was deadly serious, you could see he was in torment and there was no way to soften his heart. We were terrified ourselves, so we turned to leave. He called after us, in a strangled voice, ‘Look, listen here!’ When we turned back to look at him, he said…” Father Elias stopped to take a sip of the bitter tea. His ordinarily forthright expression was roiled as he told me the story of that day, which he'd long since buried in the depths of his heart. “Nawwaf said, ‘Anyone who tries to protect her is going to give his mother a reason to grieve today. Just stay out of it.’ He fired a couple of more bullets into the air to emphasize his point.


“I prayed to Our Lady. And all of Sarmada prayed for Hela and her brothers. That was the most we could do… I guess, maybe we could've done something, but there was no one who felt they could do anything at the time.”


After Father Elias had regained some of his customary good humor, I left him promising I'd come back to see him and the others, whom I thought of as my family, very soon. As I walked away, I asked myself: Is anything clearer now? Does there even have to be a story here at all? And yet, I'd come across something enticing, even seductive, in the way the villagers told their stories, in that melange of confession, atonement, and senseless chatter. I headed over to the oldest shop in the village, where people gathered to exchange the latest news and gossip. Mamdouh, the shopkeeper, welcomed me warmly just as he'd always done every time I returned, and we sat down together on the bench in front of the shop. I asked him about Hela's brothers.


“What do you want to know about them for?”


“No reason in particular,” I said. “I'm just curious. What happened to them? Who were they? Anything really.”


He poured the coffee and began: “I was just a young boy back then, you know, about seven or eight years old. I remember they used to come to the shop when my father was alive. I was terrified by the look of them, but my father—God rest his soul—always treated them very kindly. I asked him about them once and all he said was, “Son, there's nothing more precious in life than your honor and your good name. God help them.”


“They'd come to the shop and give a one-word greeting, if that. Sometimes they wouldn't say anything at all, or they wouldn't return our greeting. They bought what they needed, usually paying in eggs or milk. Some of them would just up and disappear for a while; they were off trying to track her down. They even used to pay a reward to anyone who brought them information about her whereabouts. I saw them once, just in front of the shop here where we're sitting, they gave some Bedouin a hundred lira to go looking for her.”


Salama came over, carrying his rusty shovel; I hardly ever saw him without it. He joined us at the front of the shop and, as usual, made a few sarcastic comments, and took up the story where Mamdouh had left off. He explained that it was all Sarmada's fault. That all the villagers were to blame for what'd happened in one way or another. “For a whole year after she ran off with that stranger, no one dared talk about it or take pleasure at the brothers' bad luck. And then, slowly with time, no one felt bad for them anymore. People started to say that it was their own damn fault.
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