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Lively Evenings in Aleppo


April 28, 1947, was a Monday. A radiant spring day in Aleppo, some warmth from the sun had managed to filter through motionless, white clouds. The warm day bade many people to leave behind their concerns at noontime and take a stroll along the river—through what, years later, would become one of the region’s most famous public parks, modeled after beautiful palace gardens in France.


This park was located in the Azizieh quarter, right in the center of the city. On the garden’s northern side, the balcony of an elegant villa—made of rose-colored Aleppo stone—overlooked the train station. This villa was owned by the lawyer Bahjat Haffar.


The April sun accompanied the people on their strolls for two full hours, but not one minute more. Suddenly, there was thunder and lightning, and all of Aleppo’s alleys were flooded with rain. Bahjat Bey’s telephone started ringing off the hook. His wife, Madiha Khanum, came into the room bearing two demitasses filled with coffee, a glass of water, and a small vase with sprigs of pure white jasmine on a tray. Her husband hung up the phone, his face drained of any possible signs of calm. He waited for her to place his cup of coffee on the table and sit down beside him. He took a sip. She did the same. He then said soberly, “Get yourself and the children ready. We re leaving for Damascus.”


This news made Madiha Khanum feel a little shaky, but she stayed steady. She’d been preparing herself to receive this kind of news for days. In fact, she’d been ready for emergencies ever since her husband had decided to venture into politics.


It had been a tumultuous year for Syrians, and no respite came in the years that followed. The National Bloc fractured into splinter groups; a number of its members formed the People’s Party and the rest remained in a party that retained its previous name, the National Bloc. The backbone of the People’s Party consisted of men of the bourgeoisie who wanted to declare economic unity with Iraq. They were led by Nazim al-Qudsi and Rushdi Kikhya. Bahjat Haffar strongly opposed this economic unity, but he knew that the Aleppo-based party leadership might sideline him if he maintained this position. He thought that he could perhaps avoid his dismissal, a boycott, or even more violent reactions against him by maintaining a low profile. So he decided to pack up his family and leave Aleppo for Damascus until party life in Syria had re-stabilized.


Bahjat Bey’s friends from Aleppo started frequenting his house the moment he arrived in Damascus. These friends were well-placed government employees, politicians, and university professors. They were searching for vestiges of their Aleppo and found them vibrant and fresh at his house. The conversation was always largely dominated by politics, but also involved sharing all kinds of details about Aleppo. Politics unfailingly would somehow manage to lead the conversations back toward food, because like people everywhere, Aleppans believed their cuisine was without equal. They were unanimous in thinking that their city’s cuisine was unrivaled in taste and variety, and that the skills needed to prepare it could be found nowhere else in the world.


Bahjat Bey had anticipated this before moving to Damascus and thus had bought a large, detached house. It was located on a newly constructed street that joined together two ancient and storied Damascus neighborhoods, Muhajireen and al-Salihiyah. This new street was smack in the middle of Abu Rummaneh, a neighborhood so named because of the pomegranate tree that once shaded an unknown holy man’s tomb and shrine there. After the French evacuation from Syria—al-Jalaa’ in Arabic—it was officially renamed Jalaa’ Street. But no one called it that. People preferred the old name, as it had settled in their memories and they had grown too accustomed to it to accept the change.


It was Bahjat Bey’s good luck that the government inaugurated a wireless radio station that very year along with an affiliated institute for the study of music. The institute brought his dear friend Shaykh Omar al-Batsh to Damascus from Aleppo to teach the art of the muwashshahat  songs and poems.


Shaykh Omar was a man of many talents. Not only did he hold more than one thousand muwashshahat poems in his memory, but he had also managed to compose new sections of these poems, which would later become famous, something not even Sayyid Darwish was ever able to do. Alongside this, he had learned the art of traditional Sufi dance from Saleh al-Jadba, his teacher in Aleppo. Shaykh Omar brought these dances from Sufi shrines out onto the musical theater stage. Once in Damascus, he began spending time at his old companion Bahjat Bey’s house. Together with their group of friends, they were able to recover echoes of the old days in Aleppo, echoes that grew louder and took on a life of their own as they were conjured up by Shaykh Omar, the genius of the traditional arts. Needless to say, Omar al-Batsh took the place of honor at these gatherings, priceless oud in hand. The last Ottoman governor of Syria, Jamal Basha, had gifted him the instrument as a young man. Shaykh Omar would settle into his designated role, tune its strings, and sing.


Whenever new guests joined the Thursday evening gatherings at Bahjat Bey’s house, he would implore Shaykh Omar to recount the tale of the famous meeting he’d once had with Mohammed Abdel Wahab. Decked out in his usual European-style suit and Turkish-style tarboush, he would begin telling the story in his melodious voice, emphasizing his pronunciation of the letter “gim”:


“It was the year 1934 when the famous musician Mohammed Abdel Wahab visited Syria to give concerts in Damascus and Aleppo. At his first show, he was shocked to find the hall nearly empty when he arrived. There were only about a dozen people there, no more. He sang reluctantly—he was used to performing in front of huge crowds. But his singing was nothing short of perfection. Afterwards we all flocked around him and left him somewhat perplexed when we told him that he had passed the test: his next concert would find the hall filled with people who appreciated great art.


“Abdel Wahab made a mental note of our little test, so as to turn the tables later on. His plan came to fruition when we invited him to attend an evening celebration of local music from Aleppo, to hear our great musical masterpieces. Upon hearing our request, he asked us—and Shaykh Ali Darwish can testify to this—if we could play him an original, pure ‘sikah’muwashshah!


“Everyone listening was stunned by the impossibility of his request. There were no original, pure ‘sikah’ muwashshahs that were not mixed with what the Arabs call ‘khuzam,’ and the Turks, ‘huzam.’ In fact, a pure sikah is nearly impossible to make into a muwashshah! Still, I bravely accepted the challenge, announcing, ‘Tomorrow night we will all gather and I will play you one!’”


“At the end of the evening, Shaykh Ali Darwish harshly scolded me for my bravado: ‘You know very well that there is no original, pure sikah muwashshah! What have you gotten us into?’


“‘How could we let Abdel Wahab be in Aleppo and not play him something marvelous?’ I retorted, and we all set to work. We worked together all night until I created two muwashshahs. I composed them and set them to music myself as original sikahs, with no huzam. I summoned my group of singers and they memorized the muwashshahs. The following evening, at our concert, they executed them beautifully. Abdel Wahab was dazzled. He was as overjoyed as if he had just learned the principles of musical composition that very evening.”


After finishing the story, Shaykh Omar al-Batsh would tune his strings and sing one of the muwashshahs he’d just described:


A doe-eyed woman captured my heart Lalalalalalalala ya layl
 With her eyelashes,
 Lalalalalalalala ya layl
 And her eyes, her ebony eyes
 Lalalalalalalala ya layl
 Her honey-coated lips are a heavenly libation
 ... But none of these can I ever acquire


On those lively evenings, troubled by nothing but the omnipresence of political conversations, there was a five-year-old girl in the crowd. She sat with her mother and siblings in a little room next to the main hall, listening to the songs and finding it hard to keep still. She’d move right up to the door and sometimes she’d even sneak in to observe the scene. Other times, she’d dance in an out-of-the-way spot, neither bothered nor bothersome.


Years later, this child would learn to play the oud. She would also perform the traditional Sufi samah dance from Aleppo with her girlfriends in the annual talent show at her school, Dawhat al-Adab. The audience would be especially impressed when she began to intone Ibn Zaydoun’s muwashshah, “I Didn’t Desert my Lover out of Anger,” accompanied by a small group of Damascene girls. Her father’s friend, Shaykh Omar al-Batsh, had put the poem to music. The applause was hearty when she began to sing, her voice tinged by the innocence of childhood:


Oh essence of musk, oh sunrise at daybreak
 Oh slender branch of frankincense, oh wild gazelle
 Even if I were to hold onto some hope, beyond your simple acceptance,
 I wouldn’t even want you to offer me that hope...


This young girl wearing short white socks, her fair hair gathered in a pink ribbon, would later become Mrs. Shahira al-Haffar. Today was her funeral.
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I sat in the transit lounge, waiting to head toward the assigned gate for boarding. From behind panes of glass, I watched passengers and airline employees in non-stop motion all around me. I enjoyed observing the other passengers; their simplicity and spontaneity offered me clarity of thought. In the airport, they can exist outside of the gravitational pull of the worlds they belong to, or be at least in a transitory state of liberation from these worlds. Here most people are on the brink of opening new chapters of their lives. Airports are, after all, the dots connecting old stories to new ones. We Syrians may very well have our own special type of relationships with airports, for as soon as we have passed through the very last window of the very last passport checker, we are granted a new lease on life. Whenever the person checking passports announces that we are not wanted by any national or international security agency, a feeling of relief washes over all of us, even if we have never pronounced one political word in our entire lives. We always imagine that we might fall into the clutches of some security force or other, if only because our name sounds like someone else’s!


The ground staff finally announced that our gate was open for boarding. I queued up with four other people in the line reserved for first-class passengers, following the calmly rhythmic, masculine footsteps in front of me. After the employees checked our passports, I noticed that the face belonging to the footsteps looked fatigued and resigned—a man, perhaps in his fifties, quite thin, and not too tall, with light brown skin and hair. He was dressed with a natural elegance, in blue jeans, a black shirt, and laceless black tennis shoes. By the time I was settling into my seat, I found he was already there in the seat beside mine.


My general mood that day made me unenthusiastic about befriending anyone on this trip. I was filled with memories of the good time I’d just had in Tunisia, where I’d been with people whose company I really enjoyed. We’d all attended a conference called “Arab Youth and Cultural Belonging,” held in the southern city of Gabes, on the Mediterranean coast. Our evenings together were filled with unbridled laughter, and I embraced these evenings with open arms because of the months of misery I had just lived through. It was even hard to believe they were just months and not years. The war in Syria had impacted everything, and this was the first conference I’d participated in since leaving.


My neighbor in the next seat greeted me politely, even a bit amiably. He spoke with the sort of enthusiasm you might have when you recognize the other person. He seemed like he had something to say. A few minutes of calm passed, and then we were getting ready for takeoff. Each of us had drifted off into our own worlds—until that moment at takeoff that brings all the passengers together in an unspoken bond of anxiety. It is a moment that affects everyone, even the most seasoned traveler. That’s when he turned, eyed me nervously a couple of times, and then blurted out, “My mother died today and I’m going to bury her!”


What else could I do but hold his hand during most of the flight—perhaps some empathy would flow through it from my heart to his. I wanted to hold him close to me, but we can’t always do exactly what our hearts desire!


After I’d let go of his hand, he introduced himself to me: “Nasser al-Amireh, international expert in climate and drought.”


Ummm... what do I know about the environment? The only thing I could recall about geography is what Edward Said once wrote, “Geography is our number one enemy!”


But then I remembered something that helped me step into his world. Just a few months ago I had attended an academic conference hosted by the Jordanian Society for Scientific Research, and the conference panels had covered a number of topics including health, economics, education, and climate change.


As life coaches always say: expose yourself to as many random things as possible. Attend a conference no one else attends, read books no one else reads, speak to people no one else speaks to, believe in the possibilities of chance. So it was at random that I chose to attend the climate change panels, while most other people there had opted for the panels on economics and education. The first presentation was by an Indian professor, Dr. Mana Shiva Kumar. To build on what I’d learned in his talk, I decided to listen to all the other papers in his session too—from ten o’clock in the morning until four o’clock in the afternoon. I really appreciated Professor Kumar’s paper about the little errors we make every day in relation to the climate. We make these mistakes unconsciously, unaware of their consequences, he said—an accumulation of natural disasters. We sat together at lunch and talked. He was surprised I was attending a panel so far from my own area of specialization. The next evening, I picked him up at the hotel and took him to visit Amman’s old downtown and the Roman amphitheater. We ate kanafeh at Habiba’s and drank coffee on the balcony of the Jafra Café in the middle of the old city. Professor Kumar told me that our areas of specialization were actually not so distant, that it is in fact in areas closer to my specialization—not his—that the problems with climate change begin: in culture, not geography. Solving issues of climate change must start with people changing their mentality and how they address the problem of limited resources—not by sending secret messages to the clouds, waves, and wind.


Perhaps that geography-filled day was simply a trial run, preparing me for the later contemplation of Dr. Nasser al-Amireh’s life journey!


[image: ]


Our plane landed at Queen Alia International Airport; we’d both been in transit through Istanbul on our way to Amman. Our conversation had veered between the general and the personal. I found out that Nasser had studied at the University of California at Santa Barbara. He was divorced from an American woman with whom he had three children—two boys attending university in the States, and a girl who lived in Amman with her grandmother, Nasser’s mother, who had passed away the day before. Nasser told me that his mother was from al-Sham, in the way that Palestinians and Jordanians refer to all of Syria as “al-Sham,” even though she was from Aleppo. She was actually a member of Aleppo’s well-known Haffar family. Nasser now worked in Dubai at a center for the development of its arid regions. After listening to these details about his family, I pondered Nasser’s daughter, the girl who had been living with her grandmother. What would happen to her now that her grandmother had died? I was flooded with sadness and empathy for the girl, but before my emotions took hold of me completely, Nasser’s question rang in my ears, “Are you separated as well?”


I found this question very strange. Did I show the telltale signs of a separation? Or had my companion on this journey been seized by his baser desires? To borrow geographer’s terms, his question was fit to scale. Though it was limited in scope, it gave away the actual scope of the space that we come to occupy in other people’s minds.


So I tried to be clear, straightforward, and concise in presenting myself to him. I wanted to leave enough of a space for a natural relationship between adults to develop, the kind of deeper, less fleeting relationship in which each person truly recognizes their own worth as well as that of the other person. After some thought, I said to him:


“I’m Joumane Badran. I am a Syrian living in Amman and I have a doctorate in cultural anthropology. Right now I’m working with a Dutch humanitarian organization. I’m not separated from anyone. I’ve never been married. But I have lost someone before, about five years ago. It was incredibly painful. Believe me, Dr. Nasser, this ordeal whose concrete effects you’re dealing with right now will soon turn abstract and lodge into the deepest recesses of your heart, leaving an indelible mark. Nothing will ever be able to remove it—it will become an integral part of your personality, your outlook, evident even in the way you walk. Of course, you may be able to hide it from people, but it will remain an outward sign that proves that you’ve lived, experienced things, and suffered.”


I stopped myself there before what I was saying turned into a sermon, for people who live through traumatic experiences are often consciously and deeply drawn to consoling others. Often they are shocked at their own maturity, proud of their painful wealth of experience, in the way that only someone who has shown courage in the face of great distress can be. Once I’d laid those ideas out to him, I relaxed. I’d already disclosed them with my body anyway, by holding his hand for such a long time. To me, this wasn’t just an arbitrary act, but it demonstrated an important, justifiable kind of empathy.


Before we each went our separate ways, navigating through the sea of passengers, Nasser asked for my phone number. So his sadness had not totally consumed him—he was still aware of certain things! He punched my digits into his phone and called me right away. His number showed up on my screen, ready to be saved. Little did I know how much I would come to depend on that number, once I saw what life had in store for me.
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I poured myself into my work for ten straight days, looking for recognizable parts of my inner self that the war in Syria had stripped me of. I plunged into information and statistics, stories of refugee and migrant women, of women fleeing from bombardments—women whose ranks I had belonged to mere months ago, and whose ranks my sisters Jude and Salma still belonged to. Whenever this thought managed to penetrate the surface of my mind, I would find myself debilitated by a feeling of depression. I’m not here to offer anything to anyone. I’m only here because I fled when academics working in Aleppo started being directly targeted in the war. A colleague of mine, Dr. Muhammad—a history professor with whom I shared an office in the Faculty of Humanities—was injured by a sniper’s bullet while walking home from the university through the Bustan al-Qasr area. There was no shortage of contradictions in my situation. I felt lucky I’d found a safe haven and a well-paid job, but I also felt defeated and my conscience was tortured by the knowledge that I had left Baba and my sisters inside a vortex of danger and suffering.


In this sea of confusion, I had the memory of Nasser’s profound, warm gaze flooding me with joy. I allowed myself a wide smile and didn’t stop it from radiating all across my face, hoping it could sweep away all the tragedy etched in me, leaving nothing but happiness in its wake.


As I expected, Nasser phoned me after the shock of his loss had subsided. The sweetness of solace left him feeling lonely as he started experiencing the patience that accompanies bereavement. He called me searching for a different kind of comfort, one I know very well. He needed the comfort of words.


We agreed to meet one evening at the Blue Fig café in Abdoun. My relationship with places here in Amman is still awkward and limited, when compared to Aleppo. There, I had my own spot at a table that was always kept for me. I would go there for different kinds of meetings and I knew everyone who worked there. They paid special attention to my guests and me, they knew what I did and didn’t like—when I wanted to write, when I wanted to meet friends.


Nothing could equal sitting on the terrace of the Baron Hotel in Aleppo—not the Ritz, not the cafés on the Champs Elysées, nor even the sidewalk cafés in Prague. A relatively small building in the heart of downtown Aleppo, even the street on which it stood took its name, Baron Street, in 1946, to honor the hotel’s nationalist reputation during the French Mandate period. At the time, the street had been called Gouraud Street, after the French general who took Damascus at the battle of Maysaloun, stepping on Salah al-Din’s grave, and pronouncing his infamous words: “Saladin, we’re back!” The Baron Hotel itself was built back in 1906 with thirty-one rooms and two bathrooms. The Mazloumian brothers later built a third floor that had a bathroom in each of its seventeen rooms.


To the east, you could see the famous Azizieh neighborhood, a bastion of the bourgeoisie, especially the Christian bourgeoisie. Elegant cafés and restaurants—like Wanes, Shalal, and Cordoba—lined the sidewalks from where you could see the green shrubs and flowers, which had been planted along the banks of the river Queiq after an infestation of sandflies threatened a leishmaniasis outbreak. Artists, writers, businessmen, and statesmen met in these restaurants, going out late to listen to music by nameless Armenian bands, skilled in creating nostalgia for the forties and fifties when people in Aleppo danced to the sounds of popular tangoes and waltzes.


The Bab al-Faraj clock tower was located to the south of the Baron Hotel. The Bab al-Faraj gate is a unique landmark of Aleppo’s historic old city. As people always say, “You don’t know Aleppo unless you’ve been to Bab al-Faraj,” even though there are six other remaining gates to the old city. The national library stands in front of the clock tower, a destination for those who love reading, research, theater, and the arts. Between the hotel and Bab al-Faraj Square there are narrow, parallel streets leading to the Bustan Kul-Ab neighborhood, or “Bustan Kalib” pronounced with a local accent, where people sell auto parts and farming equipment. There are also many cheap hotels there, the kind with names like the Suez Hotel, Unity Hotel, and the Syria and Lebanon Hotel where a number of rooms share one bathroom. It also houses restaurants serving Armenian-style kebabs, pastry shops, and nightclubs—the most famous of which are the Moulin Rouge and Crazy Horse. Women from all walks of life—from those wearing hijabs and niqabs to airline hostesses—walk through these streets, the lower parts of which bustle with mostly Russian and Ukrainian working women and a few local ladies of the night.


If you sit on the hotel’s terrace, you can see the Arab Writers’ Union on the other side of the street. It’s situated in an old apartment that hosted many lectures and literary evenings over the years, saving us from the monotony of academia. The Kindi Cinema is located on the next street over. It displays sexily enticing advertisements for outdated box-office failures. Teenage boys linger in front of it, munching on falafel sandwiches, their eyes glued to the pictures of tempting naked women. But they usually leave soon after, heading toward the old buildings all crammed together, or toward the clothes and shoe shops that line Quwatly Street, their windows perennially displaying attractive sales and offers on Syrian-made products or cheap, mediocre-quality Chinese ones. This cinema was never short on patrons, no matter what kind of films it was showing, since there were almost always young women and men—teenagers, almost-adults, and sometimes university students—desperate to find a private place to meet. The usher would light the way to their seats with a small flashlight and they would file into the back rows, flirting and then moaning as they exchanged kisses and quick love affairs. The usher would unfailingly shift his gaze away from them, plunging them into a safe darkness, the film playing in the background of their consciousness, the very same movie that had witnessed these encounters countless times. “Kindi” Cinema, “Quwatly” Street—no one wondered about these place names found in nearly every Syrian city.


On summer evenings, we used to sit on the large open terrace at the hotel’s entrance, slightly separated from the street by a few steps of the same stone as the low wall surrounding it. The words “Baron Hotel” hung over the main entrance behind the terrace, in elegantly thin neon-blue lettering. We’d move inside to the lobby that was a cross between a lounge and a bar in the winter months and have intellectual, social, and political conversations in front of the marble fireplace, which was just as faded as the black and white checkered floor. I had never once gone up to a room in the hotel. Back in the day, the rooms had been filled with famous people, and the hotel owners had maintained them to look as they had when those people left, even naming the rooms after their respective occupants. I knew those days were past, yet each time I was there I fully expected to see Agatha Christie sauntering down the stairs at any moment and sitting down right in front of me, or Gamal Abdel Nasser standing on his large balcony waving at the crowds, or Turkish, British, and French military officers hatching their conspiracies that were still secreted away in files from the two world wars, huddled over a table behind us. Inspired by the diffuse power of this place, which can sometimes feel like a secret cave, my friends and I also used to hatch our own personal conspiracies and make up our own myths and legends. So many personalities have gathered here; you can still hear their secrets echoing through its hallways, still see that special glimmer of past lovers’ eyes, their knowing laughter, their unfulfilled love stories, and the gush of their warm tears traveling through time from those tender days in Aleppo.


In the winter of 2000, I met Sami up close for the first time in that very bar. He was sitting with a group of Russian men and women, drinking and laughing loudly. It never occurred to me that I would run into a young man from Raqqa here. His face was familiar to me because we’d studied at the same school and his brother was in my year—when we were in seventh grade, he was in tenth. One evening, I was having dinner with Najwan, a girlfriend of mine from university. He approached me confidently, shook my hand, and introduced himself. I was not in close touch with anyone from my small town, though many people came to Aleppo for their university studies. I was not part of their circle because I was not interested in the way people from Raqqa developed relationships with each other so quickly. Yes, they supported one other and plotted things together, but on the flipside, they got too involved in each other’s private lives and intruded where they should not have. They all seemed to be under the impression what happened in Aleppo, stayed in Aleppo. But the fact is that secrets did travel back to Raqqa, and very quickly at that. The town was only two hours to the east so their secrets would actually arrive well before they did.


Sami’s confidence surprised me, as did his spontaneity. He said that he remembered me from our school days. We exchanged a number of glances and smiles, and then he went back to rejoin his friends.


Sami had studied software engineering at Moscow State University, and then came back to work at the thermal power station located mid-way between Aleppo and Raqqa. I remember feeling cold while we were talking, and his fancy, black leather jacket that hung down over his hips. It was lined with a collar of thick gray fur and cinched by a wide belt around the waist. I felt like burying my face deep in that fur collar. He had brown skin, a large rectangular head, and wilted eyelids tugging down at the corners. Large and broad, his nose was his most distinguishing feature. As my auntie used to say, “A big nose is a sign of character!” His mouth, on the other hand, was tiny, round, and wide-lipped. It seemed smaller than it should have been in relation to his other features.


The next day, I met Sami in the very same spot, with his very same friends; they appeared to be staying in the hotel. We exchanged greetings, sat together a while and reminisced about our school days, some friends, our shared acquaintances, and the countryside. The conversation between us developed in the same way you open Russian matryoshka dolls, one from inside the other. Big conversations led to smaller ones, and then even smaller ones, topics of conversation growing ever more personal. Sami and I were very well suited to be together. Often when people share similar objective circumstances, their mutual attraction is granted more room to develop both logically and easily. This is how we first grew close.


He would visit me at the university, we would drink coffee together in the evenings in the quiet Shahba neighborhood, talking and talking. Then he started wanting to spend weekends in Aleppo. We would go out at night and spend hours talking and strolling through the area in front of the citadel, and eat at the Dar Zamaria restaurant in Jdeideh, where they served meatballs cooked in cherry sauce, where oud players who’d tasted the fine art of music with their mother’s milk played the traditional songs of old Aleppo.


Sami brought joy to my life, which had up until then been dominated by my academic research for my master’s program. He had opened up a tiny door within me through which ardent, intense feelings seeped. But these feelings were ultimately short lived, like fireworks. He was kind and charming, but he wasn’t very clever. On his first visit to my office at the university, he pursued me with a poem by Pushkin. Taking my hand in his, he recited it in a calm, beautifully husky voice, while staring deeply into my eyes: “Love, love / O’ hear my cry / Send once more to me / your visions. / And in the morning, Entranced anew / Let me die / Unawakened.”


I later found out that all Arab students are taught this famous Pushkin poem in their first preparatory year of Russian language classes, before they go off to pursue their academic specialties. When I told my girlfriend Najwan about this, she scoffed, “Of course! Who did you think he was, Mayakovsky?” I was embarrassed by my own naive eagerness.
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Sami waited for me to defend my master’s thesis before officially proposing to me. For the two years that we were together, he’d rented a studio for us to meet in near the university. I spent hours there in his arms. It all began with such passion and ardor, but soon the brilliance of our time together dulled. I absorbed him quickly. I memorized every part of him—I could predict all his jokes, reactions, and silliness. He didn’t have any hobbies! This was the first time I learned that there were people out there who didn’t have hobbies. He never read a book unless it was for school, and he only managed to get his degree by chance. He would ask me to talk to him about what was in the newspapers, books, and magazines that I was forever reading. At first he would listen to what I was saying and nod his head. But he didn’t pay much attention to my studies or my work. He thought I did this simply because I hadn’t gotten married yet. His concerns were limited to us being together and having a house and a car. I couldn’t understand this kind of love, but through him I discovered that it is a genuine, secure kind of love—far removed from any false pretenses.


Love shouldn’t require ambition and suspense; you shouldn’t need to expend great effort to convince the other person to be with you. It should be enough to want to stay together, to want to keep that person safe, to be all at once the strongest support and the softest refuge. This is what Margaret Brandt, one of the most important feminist writers in the world, learned from her years of volunteer work helping the women victims of war in Guatemala and Nairobi. Professor Brandt married a nearly illiterate man who repaired steam-driven fishing boats. She lived with him in a little house on the Caribbean coast for forty years. She told me that she loved him without any theories or reasons why. She never cared about the cultural differences separating them. She also said that it was normal for people not to be alike, for all people have their own different passions in life. If you love someone, you love now, you love them later—no matter the circumstances. She lived with her husband happily because he offered her love and security. He was generous, and there was no part of his companionship she wished to avoid.


I withdrew from Sami’s life, but it wasn’t easy. I didn’t have any excuse to offer, my only justification was that I wasn’t happy. This was difficult to explain to others. I felt that he was smothering me. I could feel the bars of a life in prison with him closing in on me before I’d even entered it. After long nights of insomnia, endless tears, and a conscience tormented by a person who was considerate to me until the very end, I decided to leave him. Of course, he didn’t believe it and he didn’t give in. This phase took five or six months of give and take, of supplications and pressure. But in the end, the desire to emancipate myself overtook everything else. I left him an alcoholic and he left me sick with a perpetual knot of guilt.


Tareq was Sami’s closest friend—they spent a happy childhood together as neighbors, in the same grade at the same school. In the afternoons, they used to make bird traps, or chase after half-moving cars, hanging onto their sides until the driver found them. Tareq was a clever boy, self-confident with a good sense of humor. He always knew what to say and how to say it in the best possible way. He was originally from the countryside near Raqqa. His father was an imposing and difficult man, the math teacher at our school. Tareq used to like to show the other students that he shared the misery caused by his father’s harshness.


One winter day, Tareq threw a piece of rubber into the classroom’s heater. The room was pervaded by such a terrible smell that opening the door and windows wasn’t nearly enough. All the students started coughing and some of the girls acted as if they were suffocating and on the verge of passing out. This is how Tareq managed to get our lessons suspended for the rest the day. After the investigation, the students’ opinion was divided into two factions: those who accused Tareq and those who accused Sami, who was with him. Sami did not speak a single word in his own defense, while Tareq desperately tried to fend for himself and his future, which he claimed a suspension for this incident could destroy. He wept bitter tears that everyone believed to be sincere, seeing as he was an excellent student. As a result, Sami was suspended for three days and returned with his father the doctor to sign a pledge that he would not do it again. On another occasion, Tareq cut up the pages of his notebook and fashioned them into a long tail, which he then attached to the substitute Arabic teacher’s behind, as he walked up and down the rows of students, earnestly reciting Ibn Zaydoun’s poem, “I saw you in Zahraa, And I was yearning for you / The horizon is endless and the earth’s surface is calm and peaceful.”


The students burst out laughing so hard that their teacher was left bewildered, until he discovered the tail hanging off his backside. He flushed scarlet with embarrassment and exasperation, then he slammed his book down and stormed out of the classroom. Naturally, suspicion hovered around the row where both Tareq and Sami were seated. Sami wouldn’t give up his friend and refused to be a snitch. Tareq made himself seem innocent, shooting deliberate glances at other students he seemingly suspected. Sami was suspended from school for a week, and his father came to fetch him.


When it was time to apply to university, Tareq got a high enough average to get into the software engineering program at the University of Damascus. Sami had not been lucky enough to get sufficiently good grades, but his father’s money allowed him to enter the program at Moscow State University, where many Syrians—especially from Raqqa—went to study before private universities opened in Syria.


The two of them worked together in the thermal power plant until they were both presented with equal opportunity to become the head of the pumping section. At this point, Tareq ratted on his friend to the military police, informing them that Sami was still using his military service deferral for having gone to university. The usual postponements of service and conventional forms of bribery were no longer as successful as they used to be, due to the unrest that had erupted throughout Syria, spreading from Deraa to Homs to Deir Ez-Zor. All deferrals had been called up to military duty, and in fact they postponed the release of soldiers who should have been discharged from duty, until further notice.


Sami’s call up to military service was to the countryside in Homs, at an electric power plant. There, he was killed in an armed confrontation between the regime army and the free army.


In his years at university, Tareq had been an active, brilliant member of the Baath party’s branch office at his college. He often represented the party on official occasions. After graduation, he was transferred to the Raqqa city division. His ambition was to enter the leadership, and he became the secretary of the party’s branch in the province, always saying that working in the branch’s secretariat was a wonderful destiny that anyone from the countryside would relish!


After this, he started traveling frequently to attend training courses in development, media, and human rights. He started to act like someone with money. When the revolution against the government and the spread of heated demonstrations and defections began, Tareq appeared on the Aljazeera satellite television channel from Istanbul. He was now an official spokesperson for the revolutionary alliance, denouncing the regime’s dictatorship, announcing the deterioration of the party, and predicting the victory of the revolution.
 











Nutoraki Baghdad Station


I decided not to put a lot of effort into my appearance, so I wore beige cotton trousers, a white linen blouse, and a pastel-colored Majorca pearl necklace—as if I were getting ready for an evening out with close girlfriends.


Instead, I met up with Nasser. This time he was more dignified. He truly was Dr. Nasser—not the sad, confused man I had flown with that day. He wore gray trousers, a white shirt, a navy-blue blazer, and his hair was combed down to the side and fixed in place with gel, revealing his large forehead. I thought that he looked a lot like my grandfather on my mother’s side.


Nasser and I were totally coordinated in our appearance—simple, elegant, and authentic. We embodied contemporary, bourgeois aesthetics. We sat down and relaxed on the comfortable leather sofas at the Blue Fig café, overlooking the beautiful homes and villas surrounding us. A short distance to the north, the flag atop the Syrian embassy waved confidently in the wind, conveying business as usual, spreading the message that what was going on in our country was nothing but a bad dream.


I don’t know why I was comparing him to my grandfather. Perhaps it was the Brylcreem in his hair. It immediately made me think of my grandfather’s red jar of the stuff which forever remained in its place—even years after he’d passed away—on his nightstand, above which hung a tapestry depicting Venetian gondolas. The windows of that room opened up onto two streets in the Nutoraki Baghdad Station neighborhood in Aleppo—I still don’t know what the word “Nutoraki” means. These windows tell stories of love, dreams of art, travel, and success, all stimulated by the sounds of trains coming from many stations—Istanbul, Latakia, Qamishli, and Budapest, trains always chugging away in the direction of life.


Baghdad Station was one of the most beautiful neighborhoods in 1950s Aleppo. It had three large, parallel streets, intersected by another that linked it to the public garden. There was a statue of Abu Firas al-Hamdani there, surrounded by fountains and all different types of trees—willows, elms, and cypresses—as well as blooming roses and wildflowers in brilliant reds, yellows, and purples. Blue and white jasmine bushes climbed high over the walls, their perfume wafting well beyond the iron bars seemingly erected there for the greenery to climb, all across the seventeen sprawling acres of green space. There were wooden benches scattered throughout the garden, and an enclosed children’s playground. Another section housed cages for peacocks, where all noise was strictly prohibited. They would strut around and periodically spread their feathers for spectators.


But this was not always the case, because they were so vain and coquettish. Meanwhile, a swan swam around its own private lake, not even noticing the crystal blue water it was so accustomed to. The lake was surrounded by statues by famous Syrian sculptors such as Jack Wardeh and Waheed Istanbuli, and these statues would become increasingly well known with the passage of time.


Willow trees lined the streets of the Baghdad Station neighborhood, where none of the buildings were more than six stories tall. Their branches crept through open windows on the first two floors, peering in at their inhabitants, stealthily winding into bedrooms and curling up around cups of morning and evening coffee. The Christian, Muslim, and Armenian families that made up Aleppo’s haute bourgeoisie lived there: the Dallals, Saqqals, Kayyalis, Martinis, Sabbaghs, Mudarres’s, Aqqads, Traboulsis, Attars, Antakis, Mukarbanas, Hallaqs, Hamawis, Maijanas, Qanaas’s, Sarkissians, Izmirians, Sawahims. The more popular, overcrowded quarters where the petit bourgeois and proletariat lived lay in the areas to the east—Sheikh Taha, Siryian, Ashrafieh, and Sheikh Maqsoud. The latter is where Kurds from village areas like Afrin and Azaz congregated, as did Armenians and Turkmens as well as Arabs coming to the city from regions to the east.


My grandfather’s house was on the first floor. It had windows that overlooked the street, but no balcony. In these old buildings, balconies only started on the second floor. In the summer we’d open the windows right onto the street and fall asleep to Aleppo’s evening breezes, fragrant with beauty, joy, and life. The footsteps of people walking by lulled me to sleep, their murmurs lost between waking and slumber. Sometimes I would hear the beginning of a story only to finish it in my dreams. The first proverb I remember was told by an old woman passing by under the window. Crying, she proclaimed, “Children will always reciprocate a mother’s selflessness with heartlessness.” My dream that night finished her story.


Our windows opened to the west, where the director of the railways lived in a house adjacent to the passenger terminal. It was a large, one-story house, surrounded by a beautiful garden blooming with fruit trees—apricots, plums, almonds—and many varieties of red and yellow roses encircling a small fountain. Behind the gray stone walls there was another wall of pine-nut trees. On the right side of the main door there was a little wooden room for the solider who guarded the house with an automatic rifle that never left his shoulder.


Basel, the son of the railway director, used to study civil engineering. He was also in love with my auntie Dalia, who was studying English literature in the Faculty of Humanities. He used to follow her to the bus stop in front of the public garden every morning, where she waited for the bus that would take her to the university. He drove a government-issued Mercedes that his father had procured for him. As the winter rains grew heavier, Dalia began to find the Mercedes increasingly appealing. Basel started passing by the garden to pick her up at the bus stop, drop her off at the university, and then swing around to pick her back up and return her to the same bus stop at the end of her day.


One evening, Dalia’s brother came back home, hysterical. The roads in nearly all of Aleppo had been closed and my auntie was still out. He went to the university campus searching for her and returned panicked and desperate, since a few days earlier the Muslim Brotherhood had stormed the Faculty of Humanities, entering the lecture halls with support from their student cadres. He made his way back home with difficulty, since people were on the streets mourning the minister of the interior, Adnan Dabbagh, who had passed away under mysterious circumstances.


His solemn funeral procession passed in front of the public garden. Everyone at home ran to the sitting-room window to look out at the distant crowd and its spillover to the main street, where the coffin was being borne on the pallbearers’ shoulders. The minister of the interior had secretly married the singer Mayada El Hennawy, who had now inherited an enormous fortune from him. This created huge problems with his family that didn’t end, it was rumored, with her attempted murder by an unknown gunman.


Mayada El Hennawy wasn’t simply a singer of her generation, but a true diva—as they call women who inspire people. The poet Ahmad al-Jundi from Salamiyah once said wittily, “I kiss the television whenever Mayada El Hennawy comes on.” And when Ayham, our neighbor’s son in the first grade, would make a big fuss and anger his father, he would be punished by having to walk to school instead of getting a ride in their car. This would allow him to stop in front of the Nada Barbershop, which had a big poster of Mayada El Hennawy hanging on its door. He’d get lost in her sorrowful, faraway gaze, in those features of hers that could make even a stone melt out of passion. The boy would stop there for a long time—perhaps a half-hour—and contemplate her perfect marble-colored neck, before Nada the barber would come out of the shop and shoo him away.
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