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The Beginning

Yesterday, while it was still fine and hadn’t yet started to rain, I went with the neighbors’ children to a local park to play. The four of us ran around, hiding here and there, and there were lots of butterflies that looked as if they were playing with us. Afterwards we sat on a large rock, and it was then that I discovered I was seeing everything in order to write about it to him. More than that, I discovered that I had forgotten how to live without his letters. It made me afraid of finding myself one day without them.

A few hours later, when I arrived home, I found a short letter from him.
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We had been exchanging letters for two years.

I’d written him my first letter at the suggestion of my boss, to ask his opinion on something, as he didn’t like talking directly to strangers. I composed my words carefully, and a little fearfully.

Two days later he replied cursorily, and perhaps with a touch of warmth. I could detect this warmth between the words, and it made me happy for the whole of the afternoon, for no particular reason except most likely that I was a weak person who was touched by hints like this, and quite easily.

The next letter I sent to him went out a month later, asking him again for his opinion on the same matter, for I hadn’t completely understood what he’d told me the first time. He replied. His second letter was also short. Both his letters to me were shorter than mine to him, and he also concluded them more abruptly than I did. He wished me “Best,” while I closed my letters with “Best wishes.” I don’t know why I offered more right from the beginning.

Then the days once more started to pass as they had before, uselessly. I wasn’t happy with my work, nor with anything else. I was living mechanically, doing everything with a sort of life-less proficiency, though the presence of his two letters in a file on the shelf in my office forced me, illogically and inexplicably, to go to work each day. His two letters, plus a walnut tree whose branches hung over a house wall and across the sidewalk where I walked to get to work. Every day I would pass under those branches. I could have crossed to the opposite sidewalk, but I had become addicted to the sense of pride that flooded through me when I had to lower my head to pass under the tree, especially in winter when its slender, leafless branches became more fragile. At the end of spring, the branches would start to fill with leaves, forcing me to stoop lower, while in fall, those same leaves would race me as I walked on, until they would suddenly stop, or blow away in a different direction.

His two letters had a similar effect. Like the tree, they were able to touch me and my loneliness, and the kindness that emanated from them did not disappear with time. I even found myself wishing that I could think of a new subject to give me an excuse to write him a third letter.

But everything in my life was monotonous.
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I wrote him a third letter.

I told him that I had quit my job and moved to live somewhere else. Here was my new address. I wrote a number of similar letters, which I sent to some acquaintances, to lessen the sense of stupidity and the alienation that I felt from myself. I hesitated for a long, long time before sending him the letter.

He didn’t reply.

Some weeks later, a friend pointed out to me that there was a mistake in the address I had sent him. I felt utterly stupid again, but this time it was stupidity of a different kind. I corrected the address then re-sent it to everybody, but not to him. Better not to.
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Perhaps what had drawn me to him from the beginning was the beginning itself, when my boss asked me to write someone a letter instead of speaking to him on the telephone, as if the person in question found great satisfaction in isolating himself. No, he didn’t want to talk to anyone, and there was not a single hope in the world that would lure him. The shortness of his two letters to me suggested that he didn’t even regret this isolation. I, on the other hand, had never been able to say “no” in my life; I was always full of illogical hopes. Perhaps my desire for him was one of these hopes.
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A few days later I sent him the correct address.

Had he not replied?



Then I dissolved in a sort of feeling of contempt for myself, and tried to forget him as much as I could.
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The new house that I’d recently moved to had hastened the stages of my withdrawal from living and other people’s troubles. The new job was just like nothing, or worse, for even lunch during the midday break had lost its flavor. Then, as time went on, the kitchen tap started to drip, until eventually it no longer bothered me.

After that, the rain started, and I would remember the walnut tree, and how the drops of rain would stay there suspended on its branches even after the weather had brightened. I would walk under the tree and sometimes bang against a branch, which would shake so that raindrops fell from it. How nice that was.
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It was still raining outside when I heard the garden gate move, and my elderly neighbor came in. She started to deal with the drain, removing the dry leaves that had collected on top of it. “Why don’t you write to him again?” I said to myself. “You reached a high point of stupidity the last time, so a fourth letter can’t do much harm.”
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But he replied. He talked about the cold, and how bitter it was. That he didn’t like the town I lived in, and wasn’t particularly interested in trees. Finally, to solve the problem of the tap, an ancient Greek philosopher had advised wrapping a cotton thread around the spout, so that the drops of water would flow gently down the thread and disappear into the drain.

From that day on, the letters between us never stopped. At first, they appeared an average of once a month, then gradually this became once a week.

My letters to him at first began “Dear Sir,” and continued with “Dear Sir,” until suddenly these two words acquired resonances and connotations that I felt I needed to be wary of, so I persuaded myself that they were not there.

Despite this, it was only when I was writing to him and reading his letters that I would feel myself. For although I had never in my life heard his voice, never seen him, never touched him, he aroused in me something that stirred the desire for life.



I started trying to find other meanings and hidden worlds in the words he had written. If he ended a letter with “Love,” I would find myself searching for all the connotations and allusions that this word might have, using the dictionary as a neutral and reliable source of information.

Then I would think things over and try to persuade myself to calm down. But to no avail. He pursued me like a breeze behind my neck. I could feel him quite close to me, even on the narrow path leading to my house. I could feel him every morning, when I heard the sound of my elderly neighbor, at first behind the bedroom window, then later behind the kitchen window as she shut the door behind her and walked over the stones of the garden path, followed by the slow crinkling of a plastic bag.

How much he wasn’t here!

But we were writing. He was perhaps the only person that I felt was able to see and completely understand the sort of life that I found myself living, where the three most important things to me were a walnut tree, watching the movements of my elderly neighbor, and waiting for his letters.

He would send me a letter that reached me every Sunday morning, while for my part I would write to him every day. Still I would wait until Wednesday before sending him everything I’d written, for I was afraid that he would become bored and desert me if I sent him a letter every day. This fear made me sad, but I gave in to it nonetheless.
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But I didn’t admit that I was in love with him until that short letter reached me yesterday, asking me to put an end to our correspondence and not to send him any more letters.

The tears leaped to my eyes. I would have liked to tell him no. I should have, but instead I sat and wrote “I love you,” and then everything.

That was the first letter. He didn’t reply. The pain was intense, but I paid no attention, and wrote the second letter. Again, he didn’t reply. The pain became more intense, so I wrote a third letter, and felt at peace. I wrote without needing to wait for Wednesday, three days were enough. I wrote a fourth letter, then a fifth, willing myself not to write any more.
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I think about him all day long. What’s my mistake? That I love him? That I’ve started to love him? That I’ve told him I love him? That I don’t know him at all?

I am tired. Even the noise of the plastic bag between my neighbor’s fingers has begun to hurt me.
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But I wrote to him again. I no longer cared about anything. Everything was heading towards death, with nothing to stop it.






The First Measure

As if every beginning is an end

She left school today. After she had repeated fourth grade twice, seventh grade twice, and was this year about to repeat ninth grade as well, her father raised his eyebrows and said no. This was precisely the movement that Afaf had been waiting for since fourth grade, but her father’s laziness had delayed it all those years.

Despite the fact that her grandfather had been a revolutionary, and been killed in 1948, her father was a collaborator. The government had entrusted him with a variety of tasks for various ministries, such as the receipt of requests for issuing identity cards, travel permits, building permits, postal services, approval of telephone line connections, permits to sell diesel, and so on. But because he had accumulated excess fat in every corner of his body, and was therefore rather overweight—as well as having a thick moustache, and a large gold ring on the finger of his right hand—he had distributed most of the spying tasks among the members of his family. He himself had only the task of operating the small recorder that sat in the pocket of his always clean and ironed white shirt. He was a lazy man, and he seldom stirred from his place under the almond tree. But then again, he had no need to do so, not even to leave his seat, to know what conspiracies the locals were hatching up that might jeopardize state security. The locals would come to him themselves, and being so lazy and obese, if he could, he would have called her to press the button on the recorder in his shirt pocket.

Afaf crossed the square to go back home, leaving her father where he sat in the shade under the tree. She felt that the sun, which had blazed above her through the final days of the school year, was now determined to melt her. The two circles of sweat visible on her school shirt under her arms were spreading like wildfire.

She went up the steps into the house, breathing a sigh of relief when she found them clean, a sign that her father’s wife had finished the house-work. She went inside, and went into the room she shared with her siblings.

Sitting down on the bed, she ran her hands over her face to wipe the sweat away, then took a long breath, as if to say “Thank God.” She turned her hands over again in front of her eyes, which twinkled despite the lack of light in the room. Little by little she started to return to her senses from the giddiness caused by the heat of the sun.

It was only then that she realized how heavy the bag on her back had been. She took it off, and put it down on the ground for the last time.

From now on it would be a handbag. Goodbye, back!

She stood up to take off her school clothes, then headed towards the sewing machine in the sitting room and took out a pair of scissors from under the cover. Her father’s wife of course jumped out to ask her what the scissors were for, but she didn’t reply. This creature didn’t seem to understand that she didn’t want to talk to her, ever. Then she cut her school trousers, thereby announcing the severing of all ties with the educational system and emphasizing the impossibility of returning to it. She cut them up to the knee, so that no one would open their mouth, though they would anyway, but it was her father that really mattered. She ate her father’s wife’s bland food then went out. And she heard her; every letter of the word rang in her ears: “Slut.”



Expressions like this only served to emphasize that it was she, her father’s wife, who was the slut, but there was no justice in this world. She didn’t want to go back to fight with her, and spoil her mood and the happiness she felt that school had totally disappeared from her world.

She crossed the square and headed towards the almond tree, where her father was sitting, now staring at her legs from a distance. As she reached him, his voice emerged from under his moustache with difficulty.

“What are these trousers?”

“Knee length,” she replied indifferently.

“Oh, knee length,” he repeated. Then, after perhaps a couple of seconds: “You really are your mother’s daughter!”

“Or maybe my father’s,” she found herself answering.

Then his house shoe was flying straight through the air towards her head. As it struck her, for a few seconds all she could feel was the place where it had hit.

“You slut!” he continued.

She retraced her steps with her father’s shoe still ringing in her head, then his orders followed: “Tomorrow you’ll get up early and open the post office. Don’t think that just because you’ve quit school you can laze around in bed until noon.”

One day, one day God willing, she’d shoot him and his wife with the same revolver that he kept behind his back. She wouldn’t take off her trousers, even over her dead body, and then let him open the post office himself every day.
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She came in and had a wash, then quickly cleaned the bathroom. There was nothing for her to worry about today, or tomorrow either. She stood in front of the mirror combing her hair and redoing her calculations. Alright, so let it be the post, at least she’d finally been saved from school and housework.

Her only remaining problem in life was that her hair was frizzy. From her box, originally a chocolate box, which she had taken with her to the bathroom, she took out a dozen black hair-pins that her mother had left behind with some other things, removed them all from the piece of cardboard they had been attached to for several years, and laid them out in front of her. For a moment, the darkness around her was filled with a soft, gentle clinking as the pins bounced off one another and off the edge of the mirror where she had spilled them. The time had come to start paying some attention to herself, now that she was no longer a school girl: shape her eyebrows, for example, put on some kohl, and straighten her hair.

She combed her hair again, parting it on the left, and started to push the pins into it, wrapping the hair round her head from left to right, and spacing the pins three fingers apart. When she had finished she covered it with a kerchief, then went back to the bedroom, laid her head on the pillow and went to sleep.

As she was fast asleep, enjoying an afternoon snooze, the pillow underneath her was slowly and insistently getting soaked by her wet hair and the sweat pouring from her face with the heat of the day. Her sweating was made even worse by the horrid dreams that the hurtful words of her father and his wife had given her.

After a couple of hours or so she woke up for a few moments, but stayed in bed, her head feeling heavy and numb. Only the voices of some soap opera characters filled the emptiness of the house. Then she went back to sleep again until the morning.

In the morning, she undid her kerchief, and to her great delight found her hair smooth, so that she seemed almost pretty. She rewrapped her hair again with the kerchief, though, for she didn’t want to waste her beauty. She poured herself a glass of tea, which she drank standing in front of the kitchen sink, while her siblings sat behind her eating their breakfast, with her father’s wife beside them, polluting the air with her foul breath and foul words. When she had finished she put the empty glass in the sink, took the keys to the post office from the hook and went out.
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As soon as she opened the door, she was hit by a cold breeze that made a shiver go up her arms. Gradually, for the millionth time, the light slipping through the open door behind her revealed the contents of the office. But as from now on she would be working among them and beside them every day, this time she looked at the room’s contents slowly and in a different way.

On the wall to her right hung an old white fan, under which was a large board showing the various postal charges in great detail by weight and destination. There was no need to read it to the end, however: the first line on the left was more than enough, for all that the local people ever mailed were letters weighing less than 25 grams to addresses inside the country. It was true that, very occasionally, hobbies like pen pal correspondence, horseback riding, or swimming would become fashionable, but because there were only a few horses, and swimming pools didn’t exist, that left only the possibility of pen pal correspondence. So a person would send no more than one or two letters abroad in his whole life—between ninth and twelfth grade, to be precise, by which time, after several years of studying the language, a few people were finally able to write a letter in English.

Lost souls, all looking for a rich old lady from Europe or America to adopt them, and save them from a life back home that would be a mere extension of the monotonous school uniform. All these dreams... if it hadn’t been for these dreams, students would never have done any of their geography or English homework.

Then all would collapse with a hint from their families, as it became clear how unrealistic these sorts of dreams were. So they would give up their pen pal hobby and move on to the second dream: work, and how to get together a tenth of what it might cost to build or buy a house. The full sum would be made up through the generosity of grandfathers and grandmothers, offering what they had saved from their national insurance allowance, and what they had hidden under the floor, and with the help of mothers, fathers, brothers and sisters. When it came to the stage of laying the floor, the new house owner would take to standing in the square on the lookout for a serious girl who didn’t laugh, didn’t turn left or right like a horse in blinders, and who hadn’t been around when he wrote those words of his several years before on the pages of notebooks in the space that lay opposite the word “hobby.” And so together, hand in hand, he and his prey would begin their endless journey into boredom, whose carefully planned path did not include the need for the means of communication represented by the postal service, the operation of which would from today on rest on Afaf’s shoulders.

To the left, beside the wall, stood a large purple plastic bucket that served as a waste bin, above which hung a gray public telephone, while in the middle of the room stood a long dark-colored wooden counter. This counter was effectively the “post office.” On it had been placed a few items of essential equipment: a pen, the end of which was attached to a long piece of string fastened to the inside of the counter with a nail; and a small container made from a hollow piece of wood and full of water, inside which was a wide cylindrical device used for sticking on the stamps, though Afaf would not use it, preferring to use her own saliva.

The inside of the counter concealed another world. There was a second shelf, with a “spying” notebook, a receipt book, and a folder of stamps, all hidden from the eyes of those sending letters. Behind the shelf was a chair that could revolve and crawl in all directions.
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